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Prologue
Thirty Years Later
The two brothers watched from the window as a black limousine crunched to a stop in the middle of the gravel driveway. In silence, they watched a uniformed driver step out and open the rear passenger door. Their jaws dropped when they saw a slender, long-legged woman dressed in brown-leather boots, well-cut jeans, and white shirt emerge and look around. A sun-darkened hand reached up to adjust tinted glasses before she tipped the brim of her pearly white Stetson to reveal a mane of thick sable brown hair.
“Who the hell is that?” Rhy Coleman demanded of his brother.
“How the hell should I know?” Pyne said. “Whoever she is, she’s coming up to the porch. I think you should open the door.”
When his older brother made no move to greet their guest, Pyne started toward the door, but it opened before he could reach it. The strange woman blew in like a gust of wind. Without a glance in the brothers’ direction, she headed straight for the stairway leading to the second floor.
“Hey! Just a damn minute!” Rhy shouted. “Who the hell are you to walk in here like you own the place?”
She turned to face them and smiled as she lowered her dark glasses. “I do own it, Rhy, at least a third of it. Don’t you recognize me, big brother?”
Rhy’s eyes widened with shock.
Pyne walked toward her. “Nealy! Is it really you?”
“In the flesh,” she said, thinking it funny that neither one of them had recognized her. She’d known them the moment she’d seen them, not by the family resemblance but by the slump of their shoulders. Her smile vanished as she glanced back at the stairs. “Where is he?”
Pyne’s head jerked upward.
Nealy nodded. “You two stay here,” she ordered. “This is between me and him. I have something I want to say to him, and I don’t want either of you interfering. Do you understand? This is my business, not yours.” When there was no response, she repeated her question. The brothers nodded reluctantly.
Nealy stared at the two men. They were strangers to her; she felt absolutely no emotion for them—not love, not hate, not even curiosity. They were just two men standing side by side in the hallway.
It had been over thirty years since she’d seen her brothers. Over thirty years since she’d left this house with Emmie in her arms. Over thirty years since she’d set foot on Coleman land. And now, after all this time, here she was, back in Virginia.
Home.
The word made her shudder. She turned her back on her brothers and gazed at the staircase that led to the second floor. As a child, she’d climbed those stairs hundreds of times, maybe thousands. Usually to run and hide so she could whimper in safety.
Shoulders stiff, back straight, she mounted each step with the same mix of confidence and caution she used when mounting her horses. At the top, she stopped and looked down at her brothers, who appeared to be debating whether or not to follow her. “Go about your own business while I take care of mine.” She hurled the words at them in a cold, tight voice to ward them off. Nealy remembered another day, long ago, when they’d stood in the same spot watching her. She glared at them now as she had then and waited until they walked away before making her way down the hall.
Nealy hesitated only a moment outside of her father’s bedroom, then opened the door and walked in. The room was just as she remembered it, gray and dim with ineffective lighting, a few pieces of battered pine furniture and worn-out, roll-down shades covering the two windows.
Her nose wrinkled at the smell of dust, mold, and medication. Hearing a groan, she turned her gaze toward the bed and saw a mound of quilts . . . her father, the man who had sent her fleeing from this very house over thirty years ago. How old was he? She knew he was over a hundred, had read about his getting a card from Bill Clinton when he turned one hundred, but gave up because she simply didn’t care.
As she walked toward the bed, she sensed rather than heard someone follow her inside the room. One of her brothers, no doubt. Damn, didn’t they know an order when they heard one? Of course they knew, she reminded herself. If there was one thing Pa was good at, it was giving orders.
A frail voice demanded to know who was there. Nealy stepped up closer to the bed and heard a footfall behind her. Rhy or Pyne? she wondered. More than likely Pyne. In his youth, Pyne had been the one to show concern about things and people. Rhy, on the other hand, had taken after their father, not giving a tinker’s damn about anything or anybody.
“It’s Nealy, Pa.”
The voice was stronger when he spoke a second time. “There ain’t nothin’ here for you, girl. Go back where you came from. You don’t belong here.”
“I don’t want anything, Pa,” Nealy said, looking down at the load of quilts on the bed. They looked dirty, or maybe it was just the lighting. Clean, dirty . . . what did she care? She pushed the Stetson farther back on her head so she could get a better look at the dying man without any shadows over her eyes.
“Then what are you here for?”
Nealy felt a hand on her shoulder and glanced back to see Pyne. The hand was to tell her to take it easy.
Like hell she would. Her father had never taken it easy on her. Not even when she was so sick she couldn’t stand on her own two feet. She removed Pyne’s hand with her own and gave him a warning look. More than thirty years she’d waited for this moment, and neither Pyne nor Rhy was going to take it away from her.
“I came here to watch you die, old man,” she said, looking her father straight in the eyes. “And I’m not leaving until I hear you draw your last breath. I want to see them dump you in the ground and cover you up. I want to make sure you’re gone forever. Only after I’ve danced on your grave will I leave. Do you hear me, old man?” She glared at him, her eyes burning with hate.
The old man’s face became a glowering mask of rage. “Get out of my house!”
“Still ordering people around, are you? Well guess what? I don’t have to take your orders anymore. I repeat ; I came here to see you die, and I’m not leaving until you go to hell. That’s where you’re going, Pa. Hell!” There, she’d said what she’d come to say. Why didn’t she feel a bigger sense of satisfaction? Why did she feel this strange emptiness?
“Pyne! Take this devil child away from me. Do you hear me?” the old man gasped as he struggled to raise himself up on his elbow.
“I’d like to see him try,” Nealy said bitterly. Then she felt her brother’s hand on her shoulder again. “I’d like to see anyone even try to make me do something I don’t want to do. Those days are gone forever.”
The old man gurgled and gasped as he thrashed about in the big bed. Nealy watched him with a clinical interest. Her eyes narrowed when she saw drool leak from his mouth. God did work in mysterious ways, she thought as she remembered the day her father decided to take her drooling dim-witted child to the county orphanage. Spawn of the devil was what he’d called Emmie. She stood staring at him until he calmed down, then stretched out her leg and, with a booted foot, pulled over a straight-backed chair and sat down facing the bed. For long minutes she stared at her father with unblinking intensity until, finally, he closed his eyes.
“Okay, he’s asleep now,” Pyne said. “What the hell are you doing here, Nealy? We haven’t heard a word from you in more than thirty years, and all of a sudden you show up just as Pa is getting ready to die. How did you know? Can’t you let him die in peace?”
Nealy removed her Stetson and rubbed her forehead. She didn’t really care all that much for hats, but she’d always longed to wear a pearly white Stetson, just like the Texans wore. These days she was into indulging herself and doing all the things she’d always longed to do but for one reason or another had never done.
“No, I can’t let him die in peace,” she said, her voice even now, calm. “He has to pay for what he did to me and Emmie.” Her eyes narrowed as she watched her brother closely, wondering what he was thinking before she realized she didn’t care. She really didn’t give two hoots what her brothers or anyone else thought. “As to how I knew he was dying, I make it my business to know what goes on here. And you know why I’m here, Pyne. I want my share of this place for Emmie.”
Pyne chuckled softly. “Your share? You just said you’d made it your business to know what goes on around here. So how come you don’t know that Pa refused to make a will? There hasn’t been any estate planning, Nealy. And neither Rhy nor I have power of attorney. The IRS is going to take it all. Whatever’s left will be a piss in the bucket.”
Nealy bridled with anger. Leave it to her gutless brothers to let their father go to his deathbed without so much as a power of attorney. “We’ll just see about that,” she said. “Call the lawyers right now and get them here on the double. Offer to pay them whatever they want. Just get them here. If we work fast, we can still get it all into place. As long as Pa’s still breathing, there’s a chance. Now, get on it and don’t screw up, or you’ll be out on the highway along with your brother.”
Pyne stammered in bewilderment. “But . . . I can’t. Pa wouldn’t . . .”
Nealy stood up, took her brother by the shoulders, and shook him. “Don’t tell me what Pa would or wouldn’t do. It doesn’t matter anymore. He’s dying. There’s nothing he can do to you, to any of us. Don’t you understand that?”
Pyne Coleman stared down at his fit and expensive-looking younger sister. After all these years she was still pretty, with her dark hair and big brown eyes. Once when they were little he’d told her she looked like an angel. She’d laughed and laughed. Back then they had been close out of necessity. It was all so long ago. And now here she was, over thirty years later, just as defiant as ever and issuing orders like a general.
Nealy suffered through her brother’s scrutiny, wondering what he was thinking. She was about to ask when Rhy stuck his head in the door. “You better come downstairs, Pyne, there’s a whole gaggle of people outside. They said they were relatives, family. I didn’t know we had a family. Do you know anything about this?”
Pyne didn’t seem the least bit surprised. “I know a lot about it,” he said, smiling. “Pa told me about them about a month ago, right before he had his stroke, but he didn’t say anything about them coming here. I wonder what they want.” He took Nealy’s elbow and steered her toward the door. “I’ll make you a deal. You make our family welcome while I make that phone call to the lawyers.”
Nealy jerked her arm free, walked back to her father’s bedside, and leaned close to him. Only after she was satisfied that he was still breathing did she follow her brothers downstairs....
In the foyer, Nealy set her hat down on the telephone table and checked her hair and makeup. With all the skill of a seasoned actress, she worked a smile onto her face as she headed toward the door. Rhy wasn’t kidding when he said there was a gaggle of people outside. But family? Whose family?
“Hello,” she said. “I’m Nealy Coleman. And you are?”
PART I
1
Seventeen-year-old Nealy Coleman’s chest heaved and rattled when she coughed, causing the housekeeper’s faded eyes to grow wide with alarm. The toddler at Nealy’s feet started to cry. Nealy reached down to pick up the little girl. “Shhh, don’t cry, Emmie. Please don’t cry,” she pleaded hoarsely. The child whimpered in her mother’s arms.
“Let me hold her while you stick your head under that steam tent I made for you. Land sakes, child, if you don’t take care of yourself, you’re going to end up in the hospital or the cemetery.” The housekeeper reached for the toddler, who was barely two years old.
“All right, Tessie, but you keep an eye out for Pa. I’ve still got three horses to groom, and you know how he is. He doesn’t like it when any of us get sick and can’t do our chores.” Nealy gave Emmie over to the housekeeper and sat down. “If you sing to Emmie, she’ll stop crying.”
Tessie walked around the kitchen with Emmie in her arms, crooning as she tried to calm the fretful child.
“Whatever you do,” Nealy added, “make sure supper isn’t late. Pa will take it out on me if it is.” Nealy stuck her head under the towel and struggled to take deep breaths from the bowl of steaming mentholated water. She could hear the old woman singing off-key to Emmie. Something about a blackbird baked in a pie. If she wasn’t so sick, she might have laughed.
Moments later Nealy heard the swinging door slam against the wall and ripped the towel away from her head. Her face dripping wet from the steam, she jerked around to face her father. In that one instant she saw everything in the huge kitchen: the coal stove and bucket, the stewpot on the stove, the old refrigerator, the clean crisp curtains hanging on the windows, her brothers Pyne and Rhy, and her hateful, angry father. So much for Tessie keeping an eye out.
The sound of rain hitting the back porch beat like a drum inside her head. Chills racked her body as she struggled to her feet. Afraid of what her father might do, she started to inch closer to Tessie and her daughter when his hand snaked out and pulled her back.
“What are you doin’ lollygaggin’ around in here when you have horses to tend, girl?”
Nealy threw her head back, lifted her chin, and met his angry gaze. “I wasn’t lollygagging, Pa. I was waiting for the rain to let up.”
Her father snickered in disgust. “Like hell you were,” he said, looking at the bowl of water. “You got a slicker, girl. Now git to it.”
Pyne stepped forward. “I can do her chores, Pa. Nealy’s sick.” Without warning, Josh Coleman swung his arm backward. Pyne took the blow full in the face. He reeled sideways, his hand going to his nose. Blood spurted out between his fingers. Rhy handed him a dish towel.
Tears filled Nealy’s eyes. She staggered over to the coatrack by the kitchen door. Her hands were trembling so badly she could barely take the slicker from the peg. She turned around as she put on her slicker and looked straight at Tessie, begging her with her eyes to take care of Emmie a little while longer. The old woman nodded in understanding. Nealy cringed when she heard her father say, “Put that drooling half-wit in her bed and get our supper on the table, woman.”
Outside in the pouring rain, Nealy trudged to the barn. Once inside, she collapsed on a bale of hay and fought to catch her breath. She turned fear-filled eyes on the barn door, and whispered, “Just this once, God, help me. Please.”
Help arrived minutes later in the form of her brother Pyne. He touched his lips to her forehead. “Jesus God, Nealy, you’re burning up. Lie down and rest, and I’ll do what needs doing. Pa will never know. He went into his office with a bottle, and you know what that means.”
Nealy curled up in a nest of loosened hay and put a horse blanket under her head. “I don’t understand you, Pyne. Why do you let Pa treat you like he does? Why don’t you stand up to him and show him what you’re made of?”
Pyne looked up from cleaning April Fantasy’s rear hoof. “You keep thinking I’m something I’m not. I don’t have your grit, Nealy. I never have, and I never will. And Pa knows it.”
Nealy sighed in resignation. It was sad but true. Pyne had no backbone whatsoever.
“He doesn’t pick on Rhy, just you and me. I hate him. I hate him so much . . .” She broke into a fit of coughing. She felt like she’d swallowed a pack of razor blades. “I never felt like this before, Pyne. I think I must be dying. I see two of you. Who’s going to take care of Emmie if I die?”
“Shhhh,” Pyne said as he picked up the currycomb. “I’m not going to let you die, Nealy. As soon as I finish up here, I’ll take you into the house and put you to bed. Tessie told me she’s going to fix you a couple of mustard plasters and that you’ll be right as rain in no time.”
Right as rain, Nealy thought as her eyes started to close. What’s right about rain? she wondered as she drifted off.
The barn door opened and banged against the inside wall. Nealy struggled to a sitting position and was relieved to see it was Rhy, not her father.
Pyne looked over the horse’s back. “Rhy!”
Rhy looked at Nealy, then at Pyne, his expression full of disgust. “Pa’s in rare form tonight,” he said, picking up a hoof pick and a currycomb as he walked past Nealy toward the second stall.
Nealy didn’t know what to think. Was Rhy going to help Pyne do her chores? Maybe he wasn’t such a bad brother after all. Or maybe he wanted something. With Rhy, you just never knew.
“Hey, Rhy, you ever been horsewhipped?” Pyne asked.
Nealy knew that it wasn’t so much a question as it was a prediction of what was going to happen if their father found out what they were doing.
“You know I haven’t. If you’re trying to scare me, don’t bother. Pa isn’t going to find out unless one of you tell him.” He bent to pick up the horse’s hoof. “I can tell you this, Pa’s worse now than he ever was, and it’s all her fault,” Rhy said, pointing the hoof pick at Nealy. “Her and that illegitimate half-wit of hers have been the talk of the town for the last two years. Christ Almighty, we can’t go anywhere anymore without folks whispering behind their hands.”
Nealy bristled. “Just because Emmie hasn’t talked yet doesn’t mean she’s a half-wit. Stop calling her that, Rhy. Please.”
“Wake up, Nealy. For Christ’s sake, Emmie’s two years old, and she hasn’t done anything but cry and grunt. Like it or not, sis, you spawned a half-wit, but worse than that you brought shame to this family and this farm. It’s pretty damn hard for us to hold up our heads. Guess you didn’t think about that when you opened up your legs.” He tossed the hoof pick into the bucket. “You’d be doing us all a favor if you’d just pack up and leave.”
“Rhy!” Pyne shouted. “You said you wouldn’t say . . .”
“I know what I said,” Rhy interrupted, his face transformed with rage. “But that was then, and this is now. I’m tired of living this way. Tired of the gossip, the whispers, the smirks. I’m tired of it all, ya hear? I’ve had enough.”
Nealy bit down on her lower lip. So now she knew why Rhy had come out to the barn—not to help, but to tell her to leave. And since Pyne always wanted everything Rhy wanted, that probably meant he wanted her to go, too. But where could she go? What would she do? Even if she was almost eighteen, how would she take care of herself? How would she take care of Emmie? She tried to think, but her head was too fuzzy. Tomorrow she would think about it. Tomorrow, when she was feeling better.
A long time later, Nealy felt herself picked up and carried. She heard the familiar squeak of the barn door, then rain beat down on her face. It was cold against her hot skin. She heard her brother whisper something close to her ear but couldn’t make out what he said.
A warm blast of air hit her when the kitchen door opened. She was on her feet a second later, the slicker sliding off her shoulders into a large wet puddle at her feet.
“Take her up to her bed,” Tessie ordered. “As soon as I’m finished with the dishes I’ll go up and tend to her.” She handed Emmie to Rhy. Her shoulders slumped as she faced the mountain of dishes that waited for her in the soapy water.
The moment they reached her room, Rhy dumped Emmie on the bed and left. Pyne set Nealy down on the edge of the bed, his face worried. His gaze raked the room as he looked for her flannel nightgown. He finally found it on the hook behind the closet door.
“Do you think you can get undressed by yourself or do you need me to help you?” His voice was not unkind; nor was it kind. It was cool and flat.
Nealy looked up at her brother. His demeanor had changed since Rhy had asked her to leave. “No, I don’t need your help. I can do it myself,” she said. When Pyne started for the door she added, “Thanks for doing my chores. I owe you one.”
Pyne glanced at her over his shoulder. “No you don’t. You would have done the same for me. But what Rhy said, Nealy . . . I hate to say it, but he’s right. You might as well get it through your head Pa is never going to forgive you unless . . .”
“Unless I give Emmie up and put her in an orphanage,” she finished for him. “I can’t do that, Pyne. She’s my baby, my child. Maybe she came into this world the wrong way, but it’s my fault, not hers. I’ve done everything else Pa’s asked. I quit school. I quit going to church though I haven’t quit praying. I always pray. When I’m not sick, I work as hard as you and Rhy. Tessie says I work harder than most men. I keep up my studies here at home. And I take care of Emmie. I don’t know what else I can do that I’m not already doing.”
“You can go away,” he said, then closed the door behind him.
Tears streamed down Nealy’s face. She’d deluded herself into thinking Pyne loved her in spite of everything. The truth was he was just like Rhy, who was just like Pa—cold and heartless.
They’d always been that way, she realized with startling clarity. Emmie’s birth had only magnified things.
The lack of love between her and her father and brothers was what had brought her to this point. Because she couldn’t get any love or attention at home, she’d gone looking for it elsewhere. It was so easy to find. Too easy. He’d said the words, words she’d needed to hear, words that had lulled her into letting him make love to her. He’d offered her everything her father and brothers hadn’t . . . love, comfort, joy, and promises for the future.
Lies. All lies, she realized now as she picked up Emmie and held her close to her breast.
Late the next afternoon, Nealy struggled to open her eyes and when she did she closed them instantly. Why were so many people in her room? She tried again and slowly opened one eye, thinking she must have imagined seeing the crowd of people. Maybe she was dreaming or delirious. But there they were—Pa, Rhy and Pyne. They were standing at the foot of the bed staring at her. The white-haired man with glasses was Dr. Cooper. What was a horse doctor doing in her room? And where was Emmie?
“Emmie? Emmie?” When there was no answer, she tried to crawl out of bed. It was Pyne who forced her back onto the pillows.
“Tessie has Emmie. She’s got a low-grade fever and a cough,” he whispered. Out of the corner of his eye he watched as the others left the room.
Nealy eyed him warily. After what he’d said last night, she didn’t trust him anymore. But what could she do? She was too weak to move. “Am I dying, Pyne?”
“Don’t be ridiculous. Doc gave you a shot and said you’ll be fine in a little while. Listen, Nealy. You have to get better real fast. Pa’s planning on sending Emmie to the orphanage in the morning. Once he does that, I don’t know if you can get her back.”
Nealy pushed the covers away and swung her legs over the side of the bed. Her face felt hot, her skin stretched to the breaking point. And yet her body was cold.
“What do you think you’re doing?” Pyne asked.
“Taking your advice. I’m going to leave.”
“But . . . You’re too sick, and Emmie’s coming down with the same thing.”
Nealy ignored him. Chills racked her body as she gathered her warmest clothes and took them into the closet. Minutes later she emerged completely dressed. She sat down on the edge of the bed and was pulling on her boots when the door opened and Emmie ran in. Tears streamed down Nealy’s face as she hugged her. “I’ll never let Pa take you away from me. Never.” The toddler burrowed her head against her mother’s chest. Nealy rocked her feverish daughter in her arms. She looked up when her brother came to stand in front of her.
“I knew you would react this way, so I came prepared.” He reached his hand into his pocket, then handed her a neat roll of bills. “Tessie, Rhy and me . . . We scraped together all we could. It’s almost $200. I wish it was more but . . . Wait a minute! I know where there’s some more. Don’t move till I get back,” he said, excitement ringing in his voice. He was back within minutes holding a fat envelope. “There’s four hundred dollars here. Tax money. I saw Pa counting it the other day. Don’t say anything, Nealy. I’ll deal with it later. Here’s the keys to the truck. Tessie is packing up Emmie’s things right now. There’s not much time. Pa went to the barn with the vet, so if you’re leaving, you best do it now. He made the call to the county orphanage last night, and they said they’d come for Emmie in the morning. I don’t expect they’ll go after you, but I covered the license plates with mud just in case.” He reached into his other pocket and took out a napkin. “Doc Cooper left you some pills and gave me instructions to give them to you every four hours.”
Nealy took the napkin from her brother’s hands and opened it up. Staring up at her were five huge pills. “These are horse pills,” she said, looking up at Pyne.
“Doc says what’s good for horses is good for folks, too. He told me to cut them up in quarters. Just bite off a chunk.”
Nealy stood up and tucked the napkin into her jeans pocket. “Thanks for the money and the pills.” She used up another five minutes stuffing essentials into an old carpetbag that Tessie said had once belonged to her mother.
“You’re welcome. It’s cold out, but the heater in the truck is working, and it’s gassed up. I’m sorry about all this, Nealy. I wish there was some other way to . . .”
“Forget it, Pyne,” she said, cutting him short as she struggled to even out her breathing. “Pa is Pa, and that’s it. Wherever I go and whatever I do . . . it’s gotta be better than this.” She gave the room a last look. “I love this place, Pyne. Maybe because I don’t know any better or maybe because Mama is buried here. Then again . . .” She shook her head, unwilling to voice her thoughts. “Am I going to get a chance to say good-bye to Rhy and Tessie?”
“No. Rhy’s in the barn with Pa and Doc, and Tessie is standing guard at the back door. She made up a food basket for you and Emmie.” He took the carpetbag from her hand and opened the bedroom door. “When you drive out, coast down the hill and don’t put your lights on till you get to the main road. Don’t stop till you’re far away from here. When you get where you’re going, call Bill Yates and let him know how you are. He’ll get a message to me. Can you remember to do that, Nealy? Jesus, I wish it didn’t have to be like this. Make sure you remember to call now.”
“I’ll remember, Pyne. But I don’t know where I’m going. Where should I go, Pyne?”
“Head for Lexington, Kentucky. Stop at the first breeding farm you come to. They’ll take you in. You’re good with horses, better than Rhy or I will ever be. Hell, you’re better with them than Pa is. That’s why he worked you so hard. He knew how good you were. You have grit, Nealy. Use it now.”
“Good-bye, Pyne. And thanks . . . for everything,” Nealy said, her voice ringing with tears.
“Go on, git now before Pa comes back from the barn,” Pyne said gruffly. Then he did something that she would remember forever. He bent over and kissed Emmie on the cheek. “You take care of your mama, little one.” He pressed a bright, shiny penny into her hand. Emmie looked at it and smiled.
Nealy held Emmie close as she negotiated the front stairs. “Pyne?”
“Yeah?”
“Emmie is not a half-wit.”
“I know that, Nealy. Hurry up now.”
Perspiration dotted Nealy’s face and neck as she quietly opened the front door and headed for the truck parked in the gravel drive. After settling Emmie into a nest of blankets on the passenger side, Nealy climbed in and adjusted the seat. She saw Pyne toss her carpetbag into the back with some buckets and a shovel. Then she put the key in the ignition, but didn’t turn it. The fact that she didn’t have a driver’s license suddenly occurred to her. She’d driven on the ranch and a few country roads, but she’d never driven on a major highway. If the state police caught her, would they send her back? Would her father tell them she stole the truck? Tessie would say she was borrowing trouble with such thoughts, and since she had all the trouble she could handle at the moment, she concentrated on the problem at hand, steering the coasting truck.
Nealy was almost to the main road when she stopped the truck to take one last look at the only home she’d ever known. SunStar Farms. Her shoulders slumped. Would she ever see SunStar’s lush grassy pastures again? Or its miles of white board fence? Or April Fantasy, the stallion she’d raised and trained herself? Something told her she’d miss pasture grass, fencing, and a horse more than her own father and brothers.
Hot tears burned her eyes as she climbed out of the truck. She reached in the back for one of the empty oat buckets and the shovel. Moving off to the side of the road, she sank the shovel deep into the rain-softened ground, then filled the bucket with rich, dark soil. SunStar soil. That much she could take with her. She lugged the bucket back to the truck and hefted it into the truck bed. Her chest screamed with pain as she clamped a bigger bucket over the top to secure the dirt.
Gasping for breath, she leaned against the back fender and stared into the darkness. “They may think they’re rid of me, but they aren’t. I’ll come back someday, and when I do, things will be different.”
Nealy drove for hours, her body alternating between burning up and freezing. She stopped once to fill a cup with milk for Emmie and once to get gas. She took Emmie into the bathroom with her, careful to keep the wool cap pulled low over her face just in case anyone was looking for them. Satisfied that they had not attracted any attention, she climbed back into the truck. She gave Emmie some baby aspirin that she’d found packed among her things and broke off a quarter of one of the horse pills Pyne had given her.
Two hours later Nealy crossed the state line into Kentucky. She drove for another two hours before she left the main highway and headed down a secondary road with a sign pointing to Blue Diamond Farms. Maybe she could find work there, though why anyone would hire a sick teenager with a sick toddler was beyond her. On second thought, maybe she would be better off to find a cheap motel and stay there until they were both better.
Emmie tugged at her arm just as the truck bucked, sputtered, and died. Nealy steered it to the side of the road. She lifted the little girl into her arms and hugged her. The aspirin hadn’t helped at all. Emmie was so hot she was listless. Fear, unlike anything she’d experienced in her short life, overcame Nealy. Emmie needed help—a doctor—a people doctor, not a horse doctor. She stared out the window and debated whether to take Emmie and walk down the road or cut across the field. If she cut across the field and couldn’t make it, it might be days before anyone found them. With Emmie in her arms, she started down the road, only to turn around to get her bucket of dirt out of the truck bed. She could always come back for the rest of her belongings.
Twice she stumbled and almost fell but managed to right herself both times. She trudged on, the whimpering child clinging to her neck. “I can do this,” she told herself. “I know I can do this.” Like a litany, she said the words over and over.
The third time she fell she couldn’t get up. Holding Emmie close to her she curled into the fetal position and cried. Then she prayed. And when she opened her eyes, she saw denim-clad legs and muddy boots. Through fevered eyes she looked up and saw the biggest, ugliest man she’d ever seen in her life. “Please, can you help me and my little girl?”
Nealy felt herself and Emmie being lifted, and somehow knew they were in good hands. “My bucket. Please, I can’t go without my bucket,” she said, when the giant took his first step. “I can’t leave it. It’s all I’ve got left.” She felt him bend down, heard the click-clack of the handle, and closed her eyes.
Nealy went in and out of consciousness. She knew people were helping her, knew the hands were gentle. She could hear them talking about her and her daughter. Someone named Maud and someone else named Jess. She felt them take Emmie from her arms and didn’t protest because the hands were good hands, gentle hands. “Please God,” she prayed aloud, her voice scratchy. “Let this be a good place.”
“This is a good place, child,” the woman, Maud, said. Her voice had a lilting Southern drawl. “Jess and I are gonna take care of you and your li’l girl. Is there anyone you want us to call? Do you have a family, child?”
Until now Nealy hadn’t considered what she would tell people who questioned where she’d come from. She couldn’t think about it now because she was in too much misery to concentrate. “No, ma’am. It’s just me and my little girl,” she said for lack of a better explanation. Later she would give them their names and tell them something about herself, something that was close to the truth. Later, when she could think more clearly.
“All right then. Don’t you worry about a thing. Jess and me will take care of everything. You just close your eyes and go to sleep. The doctor is on his way.”
“I need my . . .” Nealy’s voice gave out.
“Jess is on his way now to tow your truck into the barn. As soon as he’s through, he’ll bring your things inside.”
Nealy had to make the woman understand that it wasn’t her belongings that were important to her. It was the bucket of SunStar soil. “No!” She struggled to rise up, but Maud held her down.
“What is it, child?”
“I need . . .”
“Shhhh,” Maud hushed her. “It’s right here.” She lifted the bucket for Nealy to see.
“Thank you, ma’am.” And then she was asleep.
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Nealy’s eyes snapped open. She struggled to move. Where was Emmie? More to the point, where was she? Then she remembered. She let out a small hoarse cry as she felt a wet tongue on her cheek. “You’re not Emmie, you’re a dog!” she said, her eyes wide with awe.
Nealy stroked the dog’s silky fur as she looked around. It was a pretty room, with flowered wallpaper and sheer curtains at the window. It looked like a girl’s room. The bed she was lying on was narrow and comfortable, almost like the small bed she’d had back home. She looked down at the black dog lying on top of a double-ring wedding quilt. He licked her hand. “Are you my guardian?” she whispered as she scratched him gently behind the ears.
She saw her then, in the shadows of the room. The lady with the gentle hands, the one who’d reached out for Emmie. She was holding Emmie, rocking her on the rocker, and it sounded like she was singing.
The dog barked.
“Shhh, Molly, you’ll wake the little one. How are you feeling, Nealy?”
“I’m not sure, ma’am. How long have I been here? Am I going to die? Is Emmie all right?”
“Mercy, child, so many questions. I guess you must be feeling better. You’ve been with us for eleven days. No, you aren’t going to die, but it was touch-and-go there for a little while. You had pneumonia. Emmie is fine. Jess and I have been taking care of her. Molly stayed with you the whole time. She’d come and fetch us those first few days when you couldn’t breathe.”
Nealy continued to stroke the silky dog as she digested the information. “Emmie has never been away from me before. Did she cry? Did she miss me?”
“Of course she missed you. She whimpered from time to time, but Jess could always make her smile. We’d bring her in here so she could see you. I’d rock her to sleep. She’s a beautiful little girl. She looks like her mama. Right now you look a tad bony and hollow-eyed, but we’ll fix that as soon as you can get up.”
“I can pay you for my keep, ma’am. I can’t be beholden to you. When I’m well, I can work. I’m good with horses. Do you think you might have some work for me? I can cook and clean, too. I can do most anything if you give me the chance.”
“We can talk about all that later. First we have to get you on your feet.”
“Ma’am, I need to know. I need to know there’s a place for me and Emmie. I can’t be having that hanging over our heads. It’s going to be getting cold soon. I have to take care of her. There’s no one but me to do that. I need to hear the words, ma’am.”
“Honey, you and this sweet baby have a home here for as long as you want. If you want to work for me, I’ll hire you. I’ll pay you a decent wage. This can be your room if you want it. We have a room right next door for Emmie. Jess fetched a crib from town, but the tyke doesn’t care for it. Likes to crawl in and out, so we set her up a real bed and got her some toys. Molly plays ball with her. She’s happy. I’m going to put her in her bed now and get you something to eat. It’s been a long time since you had real food. What would you like?”
“I’d like to see my daughter so I can kiss her good night. She was sick when we got here. Did you tend to her, too?”
“We did. The doctor came by twice a day. This little one did well on the medicine. She’s fine now.”
Tears blurred Nealy’s eyes when she reached out to stroke her daughter’s tangled curls. “She’s not a half-wit, ma’am, she’s not!” she said fiercely.
“Now why would you be saying such a thing? No one said this baby was a half-wit. Did someone say that to you?” Maud Diamond’s voice quivered in outrage.
“Ma’am, I’d know if that was true, wouldn’t I? I’m her mother. I never had a mother, so I couldn’t ask the right questions. She doesn’t cry much. I used to have a hard time trying to keep her quiet so . . . I think she understands. She should be saying words now, but she doesn’t.”
“When she’s ready, she’ll talk a blue streak. If she doesn’t want to talk, she won’t. Jess now, he never says three words if one will do. He grunts a lot. That doesn’t mean he’s a half-wit. As long as you stay in my house I never want to hear you say that word again. Do you understand me, Nealy? What’s your last name? I’m going to need a name and a social security number for your work papers. And your birth date. Not right now but when you’re better. Now what would you like to eat?”
“I think I might like an egg and some toast. My name is . . . Cole. Nealy Cole. I’m almost eighteen. My birthday is November 1. I promise never to use that word again. Did Emmie really miss me, ma’am?”
“Yes, honey, she did. I think she knew you were sick. As long as she could see you she was just as good as gold. I don’t know if this is important or not, but she had this penny in her hand and wouldn’t give it up nohow. I made her a little velvet bag with a drawstring, and she wears it on her wrist. She’s about worn out the string opening it to make sure that penny is still there.”
Nealy bit down on her lip. “Some . . . someone gave it to her. It was bright and shiny. She never saw a penny before. Thank you for making the bag for her. And thank you for taking care of us. I’ll work hard for you, ma’am, so that you’re never sorry you took us in. Do you still have my bucket? That bucket is important to me and Emmie.”
Maud Diamond felt a lump start to grow in her throat. Tears burned her eyes as she turned to hobble from the room, her arthritic legs and back clearly visible to Nealy. “Everything is safe, honey. Don’t you be fretting about anything now. All you need to do is get well and strong.”
In the kitchen, Maud sat down at the table to stare at her longtime friend, companion, and farm foreman. “She’s awake, Jess. She’s going to be just fine. I think we got us a fine young filly here. That girl about broke this old heart of mine. We’re keeping her. I don’t much care if someone is looking for her or not. It’s clear to me she lit out with that little one because things got out of hand. I want you to hide that truck of hers, and if anyone ever comes around here looking for her, you run them off, you hear me, Jess. Wherever you hide that truck, you hide that bucket of dirt of hers, too. We’ll tell her where it is if she wants to know. What we have here, Jess, is a conspiracy.”
The old man nodded. “You’re in pain, Maud. Do you want me to fix you something to ease it?”
“I can stand it. You could make some eggs for Nealy, and toast. Tea would be good. I’ll just sit here and watch you. Do you think she’ll like it here, Jess? It’ll be like us having a daughter and granddaughter to look after.”
Jess Wooley grunted as he cracked eggs into a bowl. He was as tall as the sycamore sapling he’d planted outside the kitchen door to shade the steps because Maud liked to sit on them. A big man, Maud called him, with hands almost as big as fry pans. Gentle hands. Good hands. Some people, Maud included, said he was an ugly man. Maud always clarified that by saying he was so ugly he was beautiful, with twinkling blue eyes, snow-white hair, and dimples so deep you could stick a spoon in them. When he laughed, which wasn’t often, the ground shook beneath his 260-pound frame.
“Jess, what do you think would have happened to Blue Diamond Farms if you hadn’t rode onto my spread fifty years ago? I need to thank you again for stopping by that day. There I was with two stud horses, three mares, a run-down house, ramshackle barns, and only enough food to see me through a week at best. Didn’t make one bit of difference that Pa had had a Derby winner years before. I’d just buried him that very morning. As I recall, I’d tipped the moonshine crock a few too many times. I was just about to lie down and die and there you were, big as life, jerking me to my feet and telling me to stop blubbering. You said nothing was so bad it couldn’t be fixed. You fixed it all. I want to know, and I damn well want to know right now, this very minute, why you didn’t move into this house with me. I want to know, Jess.”
“ ’Cause we weren’t married. That’s why. We’ve been over this a hundred times, maybe a thousand, Maud.”
“I don’t care. I want to hear it again. You slept in my bed. You never asked me to marry you.”
“Did so.”
“You did not.”
“Said we should make it legal.”
“That’s not a proposal, you horse’s patoot.”
“Is to me.”
“I wanted fancy words. Pretty words.”
“Actions speak louder than words.”
Maud watched as Jess slid the eggs onto a plate, then settled everything on a tray. “A posy would look nice on here. Before you know it the frost will kill all those flowers, so it’s best to pick them now.”
“She’s got the touch, Maud.”
“I know. I could feel it in her. If the little one has it, then it’s a good bet her mama has it, too. I appreciate you taking the tray up. When you come down maybe I will take some of that elixir if you don’t mind.”
“Don’t mind at all. I made a fire. Wrap up on the sofa, and I’ll bring it in when I get done.”
“Jess.”
Jess turned, his eyes questioning.
“This is a good thing we’re doing, isn’t it?”
“Yep.”
“Good. That makes me feel a lot better knowing you agree.”
“Always do, Maud.”
Maud made her way into the comfortable living room. She did love a fire on cold nights. Who was she fooling, she loved a good fire any time of the day or night. She sank down gratefully on her favorite chintz-covered sofa. She wished she could swing her legs up and stretch out, but those days were gone forever. Until now, all she’d had to look forward to were more days of pain and misery. Even the first sight of a new foal couldn’t erase the pain these days. Now it was going to be different. She leaned back, closed her eyes, and waited for Jess. Jess always made things better.
The dream came quickly because it was always there, hovering inside her brain, just waiting for the moment she closed her eyes.
“Don’t get on that horse, Maud. He’s not ready.”
“Maybe he isn’t, but I am. That’s all that counts. He’s just skittish because it’s getting ready to rain. I can handle him, Jess.”
“Maud, you aren’t twenty-five years old. You’re damn well sixty-five, and you don’t belong on a horse anymore.”
“If that was true, Jess, I’d lay down and die. I was ready to do that the day you came riding onto Diamond property. Don’t be saying that to me, or you’ll jinx me.”
The moment the words sailed past her lips, Stardancer reared up on his hind legs and lunged forward, snorting his disdain for the woman on his back. He tossed his head backward, his mane flying into Maud’s face. She gripped the reins tighter just as he reared up a second time. This time she grabbed for his mane and hung on for dear life. Unable to shake the load on his back, the horse snorted again and took off at a full gallop. Maud blinked as she saw the split-rail fencing come into view. Stardancer flew over the fencing, tossing his rider into the air. She landed hard on the post dividing the fence sections. She heard her bones snap at the same moment she heard Jess’s wild shout, and then her world turned black.
“You sleeping, Maud?”
“Not anymore, Jess. How is she?”
“She’s fine. She ate a little, wobbled to the bathroom, and now she’s sleeping. She did look in on Emmie for a second. Molly’s sleeping on the bed with her. It’s all gonna work out, Maud. Here’s your elixir.”
Maud smiled. Four ounces of Kentucky bourbon with a dash of lemon was Jess’s idea of an elixir. She had one in the morning, one at noon, and one in the evening. On more than one occasion she had some in between times. Sometimes it dulled the pain, and sometimes it didn’t.
“How bad is it tonight, Maud?”
“It’s bad, Jess. A broken back isn’t something you recover from. If it wasn’t for this blasted arthritis settling in my joints and between the vertebrae in my back, I’d be fine. Maybe I should look into some of those newfangled surgeries they say work for joints.”
“Maybe you shouldn’t,” Jess said curtly. “Let’s just sit here and watch the fire. That game show you like is on tonight. It’s your turn to spend the money this evening.” It was a game they played every Monday night. They took turns pretending they were the winning contestants, and then discussed how they would spend their winnings.
“I think maybe I’d do some decorating now that we have young people living with us. You know, bright colors, fresh carpets, new draperies. A pony and a cart for Emmie. Maybe we should think about putting in a swimming pool. I always liked the water.”
Jess clucked his tongue. “Let’s take it a little slow. There’s nothing wrong with this house or the furnishings. It’s old, and it’s comfortable. I don’t think that girl upstairs has had much comfort along the way. I’d bet my last dollar she’ll say she likes it just the way it is.”
“Okay, then what should I spend the money on? We need to do some talking about our holdings, Jess. Seems to me people our age are dropping like flies. We need to do some of that estate planning. We don’t want those government men coming in here and taking everything we worked for all our lives. We really do need to talk about this, Jess. Don’t you be putting me off again. Neither one of us has kin.”
“That means we have to talk about dying. I don’t like talking about dying, Maud. We been over this before. I thought we agreed we’d leave our money to charity.”
“I changed my mind.” Maud’s gnarled fingers plucked at the yellow-and-white afghan covering her. She’d made it one winter when she was down with the flu. Now she couldn’t even hold the needles. “I’m not saying we shouldn’t leave money to charity. What I’m saying is we need to maybe set up a foundation or something. We insure these Thoroughbreds for millions of dollars, and yet you and I only have a million each on our lives. If this place is going to continue after we’re gone, then we need to make provisions for that. I’m going to look into it as soon as our guests are up and about. I want to know now if you’re going to fuss and fret.”
“You’re an ornery woman, Maud Diamond. Do what you want.”
Maud nodded. “Then I’d like another drink, Jess. Make it a double this time.”
“That bad, eh?”
“Yes. It’s going to rain. It’s worse when it rains. God sent that child to us for a reason. You believe that, don’t you?”
“Yep. I’m going to build up this fire. Wouldn’t be a bit surprised to find frost in the morning.”
Maud leaned her head back into the pillows. Was Jess right about the girl upstairs? Would she like the old, deep comfortable furniture? Would she curl up by the fire with the little one on her lap? What would she think of all the trophies on the mantel? Maybe this year she could talk Jess into setting up a real Christmas tree in the corner. She thought about her mortality then, because when the pain was bad like it was tonight she always thought about death.
Jess handed her the heavy cup with the wide handle. He watched her out of the corner of his eye as he stoked the fire, sweat dripping down his cheeks. “You never complain, Maud, why is that?”
“Because I did a damn fool thing. And because I didn’t listen to you that day. Complaining isn’t going to change anything. Sit down, Jess; this one is taking the edge off a bit. I was thinking, now that we more or less got ourselves a little family, I want a Christmas tree this year.”
“You do, do you?”
“Yes. Are the horses all right?”
“You know they are. I’ll take a last look before I turn in. Maud, we got the best people in the world working for us. There’s no call to worry. The way I figure it, we got one more crack at the Derby. We got us two already. One more will round it out nicely.”
“We need to think about some schooling for that girl upstairs. Maybe on the weekends.”
“I’m talking about Kentucky Derby winners, and you’re talking about schooling. If you don’t beat all, Maud Diamond.”
“I want to know more about that young girl, Jess. I think it might behoove us to hire on a private investigator to look into her background. We might need to know what we’re up against down the road. She doesn’t have to know. I’m looking at it as protection for her. Not for us. Make sure you understand that, Jess. Somehow or other, those two sneaked into this old heart of mine. Didn’t think that could happen. Horses and dogs and, of course, you. That’s all I thought I had room for. The same thing happened to you, Jess, so don’t try to deny it.”
“Wasn’t going to.”
Maud reached out for Jess’s hand. She did her best to squeeze it. “We’re coming into the home stretch, Jess.”
“You’re getting maudlin. Time for bed. I’ll walk you up and get you settled in before I check on the horses. Another thing. Tomorrow, when you start making all your phone calls, call that place and order the chair rail. If you don’t do it, I will. I want it set up and installed by the end of the week. My knees can’t take these stairs anymore.”
“All right, Jess.”
“You’ll do it.”
“I said I would. New wallpaper. This is twenty years old. Looks like baby-poop yellow. I’ll call about that, too.”
Jess held on to Maud’s arm, his finger going to his lips. “Shhh.” He led her to the half-open door of Emmie’s room. Maud’s hand flew to her mouth as she listened to the tormented voice of the young girl.
“Shhh, Emmie, not a sound now. I know you understand what I’m telling you. I want you to be a really good little girl for Miss Maud and Mr. Jess. This is a wonderful place, and they said we could stay here. Mama’s going to work hard, so they aren’t ever sorry they took us in. Someday we’ll go back home but probably not for a real long time. I’m going to buy you a pretty dress and some shiny black shoes. I’m your mama, so I have to do those things. I want to do that for you. I’ll be getting a wage. Pa never gave me two cents, so the money Pyne gave me is the first real money I ever had. It’s just a loan. Someday I have to pay it all back. I know you don’t understand everything that’s going on. Maybe when you get older I can explain it to you. Pa was going to send you to the orphanage, so that’s why we lit out like we did. I couldn’t let him take you away from me. He was just going to rip you away from me like I had no claim to you. I’m just a girl, not of age, so he could do anything he pleased. I hate him for what he did to us. I’ll never forgive him as long as I live. Remember now, you have to be a good little girl and do what Miss Maud and Mr. Jess say. You have to remember not to wet your pants or mess in them. You’re a big girl now. If we’re both good, maybe they’ll let us stay here forever and ever. Wouldn’t that be the most wonderful thing in the world? I’ll sing you a song now, but you have to close your eyes and go to sleep. Do you have your penny?”
The little girl held up her wrist and wiggled it. Nealy hugged her as she started to sing, “Hush little baby . . . ”
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Nealy held her daughter’s hand as she walked up the long driveway that led to the house where she’d been living for the past four weeks. She held up her hand to shield her eyes from the bright sun. A moment later she offered up a small prayer that she would never have to leave this beautiful place. Her eyelids started to burn with unshed tears. She’d found such goodness here, such love. Not just for herself but for Emmie as well. Her heart swelled with love when she looked down at the small child tugging at her leg. She laughed when the toddler sat down in the middle of the driveway and crossed her legs. It was obvious she wasn’t about to move. She pointed to the house where Maud Diamond was sitting on the porch. She waved, the little velvet bag with her shiny penny secure on her wrist.
Following her daughter’s example, Nealy sat down, too, and stared at her new home. It was so beautiful, so unlike the stark place she’d lived in till now. She squinted against the sun to stare at the beige-and-gray fieldstone that made up the house with all the diamond-shaped windows that sparkled in the bright sunshine. It was old, the stones almost smooth to the touch. She knew that for a fact because she’d walked all around the big house, touching the stones she could reach. Some of them felt like marble; some felt like satin. Maud said the house had character, and she was right. But it was the windows, patterned after marquise diamonds, that she loved the most. They glistened and sparkled like precious gems. Maud said when it rained they looked like diamonds with flaws. Nothing would ever convince Nealy that anything at Blue Diamond Farms was less than picture-perfect, from the bluegrass lawns that resembled a well-maintained golf course to the morning glories climbing up trellises all around the house. They were every color of the rainbow, and Maud called them her own personal rainbows. The confederate jasmine climbing up and around the outside lighting gave off a heady aroma that delighted her senses. Even from this distance Nealy could smell it and savor it. She loved the scent almost as much as she loved the pungent smells emanating from the long row of barns. For one wild moment she thought her heart was going to burst with happiness that God had allowed her to find this place for Emmie and herself. She couldn’t help but wonder what the winter would bring. Would she think this place was beautiful when the bluegrass died off and the morning glories turned brown? Another few weeks and these beautiful Indian summer days would be nothing more than memories. But it was the first memories that were the best, the ones to hug to your chest, the ones to savor. Nealy knew in the years to come, nothing, no matter how grand, would ever erase her memory of her first sight of Blue Diamond Farms.
“Time to go, honey. I’ll race you to the house. The winner gets a cookie!”
Emmie struggled to her feet. She smiled up at her mother before she waddled up the long drive, her pudgy legs pumping furiously. She would scramble up the four steps that led to the beautiful front porch where Maud Diamond waited for them, then bury her head in the old lady’s lap. Maud’s gnarled hands would caress the springy blonde curls as she struggled to lift the child onto her lap. She’d rock her in her old wicker chair and croon a lullaby until she fell asleep.
“Is she too heavy for you, Miss Maud?” Nealy asked.
“Not in the least. She’s soft and warm, and smells the way a little one should, all powdery and clean. I never had a child to rock. I like the way it feels when I hold her close.”
Nealy sat down at Maud’s feet and hugged her knees. “Can I get you anything, Miss Maud? Tea, coffee, or a soda pop?”
“If I drink any more coffee, I’ll float right off this porch. Just sit and talk to me, Nealy.”
“I love this porch!” Nealy said. She waved her arms about to indicate the hanging ferns dangling from long white chains and the potted flowers on wicker stands and in colored clay pots. “I hate knowing all these beautiful flowers and plants will be withered in a few weeks. I hate it when something dies.”
“There’s a season for everything, child. As you grow older, you’ll appreciate it more. My pa once told me the seasons reflect one’s life, and he was right. Spring is when you’re born, summer is when you grow and bloom, autumn is when you begin to age, and then winter is the final season. When I was younger, I wanted summer all the time. Now I hate the winter because I’m at the end of my life. I guess God has a reason for everything. One can’t wish her life away.” Her voice was so sad-sounding, Nealy wanted to get up and hug her. She stayed where she was. Affection was something she wasn’t used to giving, except to Emmie.
“Was your father a nice man, Miss Maud?” Nealy asked.
“Yes, he was. He was fair and just, and he would whack my behind when it was needed. But he knew how to hold me close, and he always knew just the right words to say to me when things didn’t go right. He worked me real hard when I was young because he knew someday I would be running Blue Diamond Farms. I loved him with all my heart. Now, tell me, what do you think about my idea to redecorate the inside of the house come winter.”
“Are you asking for my opinion, Miss Maud?” Nealy replied. “No one has ever wanted my opinion before. I don’t know much about decorating.”
“Child, I would truly value your opinion. I know young people like bright colors and pretty things. All the furnishings are old and worn. They suit Jess and me, but we thought you and Emmie might want to pretty things up a bit.”
“Oh, no, Miss Maud. I love your house just the way it is. Please don’t change it for me and Emmie. She loves that chair in your living room. She likes to curl up like a little rabbit in the corner. The inside is like what you said the outside is, full of character. When I was younger I used to look in the Sears Roebuck catalog and pretend I was going to furnish our . . . a house. I’d cut out curtains and rugs and chairs, then I’d paste them on paper. The rooms always looked like your rooms, quiet and comfortable. If you’re asking my opinion, then my opinion is you should keep it just the way it is.”
“That’s just what Jess said you’d say. I guess we’ll keep things the way they are for now. Emmie is asleep, Nealy. Do you want to take her upstairs?”
“I’ve never seen her so happy. She loves being outside and going down to the barn. She never touches anything,” Nealy added hastily. “She understands everything we say. I just don’t know why she won’t talk.”
“Time, Nealy. In time we’ll know. She’s still young. Some children don’t talk until later on, like around three or four.” Maud wondered if what she said was the truth. Where the little one was concerned she tended to make things up as she went along to drive the misery out of Nealy’s eyes.
“I hope so, Miss Maud. I’ll put Emmie in her bed, then I’ll fix us a cup of tea. Would you like that?”
“Only if you add bourbon to it.”
Nealy smiled as she reached for her daughter. “I can do that. Jess showed me how to fix your tea and coffee.”
“Did he now?”
“That man purely loves the ground you walk on, Miss Maud.”
“I love the ground he walks on, too, but there’s no need to be telling him that.”
Nealy laughed. “I think he already knows it.”
“Scat,” Maud growled.
Nealy returned fifteen minutes later with a tray holding two cups of steaming tea. Alongside Maud’s cup was an extra shot glass full to the brim with bourbon. “I told Emmie she could play in her room until I came back to put her to sleep. Let it cool a bit, Miss Maud, or it might slip out of your hands. I love it here on the porch. It’s so quiet, so peaceful. I don’t feel all jittery inside anymore. I worry, though, about how I’m ever going to repay you and Mr. Jess. The doctor said I could start working next week. When are you going to tell me what my job is going to be? I want to be thinking about it, so I don’t make mistakes.”
“Jess and I worked out a schedule for you. You’re going to work in the office and learn the book end of things for two hours in the morning. Then you’re going to work for two hours in the barn with the horses. Miss Emmie is going to go to our little preschool two miles down the road. We started it about eight years ago for the workers’ children. We have a lot of husband-and-wife teams here. It’s one of the best things we ever did. The children love it. The teacher is certified. She can work with Emmie one-on-one. When the preschool lets out, the teacher is going to come here and tutor you so you can get your high-school diploma. You need to have that today, Nealy. Later on, if you’re interested, we can talk about college. The rest of the day and evening is yours to spend with Emmie and Jess and me if you want. You can study your lessons after Emmie goes to sleep. Why are you looking at me like that, child?”
“Because . . . I . . . I told you I was strong. I can work like a man. No, that’s not true, I had to learn to work like a man. I can carry my weight. I’m used to getting up at five o’clock and working all day. Hard work is good for you.”
“Yes, hard work is commendable. However, you’re a young girl,” Maud said, as if that explained everything. “For now, this is the way it will be unless you have some objections.”
“I’ll do whatever you want, Miss Maud. I’m real good with the animals. I’m not half as good with schoolbooks. I’ll try real hard.”
“That’s good enough for me, child.”
“I can’t get over how pretty everything is. This porch is like one of the pictures in your magazines. Did you fix it up yourself?” Nealy asked as she pointed to the wicker chairs and tables and all the colorful clay pots full of flowers.
“My pa loved flowers. Most men would never admit to loving flowers. He used to have a greenhouse and he would putter around in it. He enjoyed growing things from seeds. He always had the bushiest ferns, the brightest geraniums, and the bottle-brush plants were so full and lush and colorful. All the workers liked to come up here and sit and chew the fat. Pa did like to chew the fat. He’d hand out beer but never more than two to one person. The workers loved him as much as I did. When he died, I didn’t think I could keep up this place, but with Jess’s help, I did. Blue Diamond Farms is the second-largest breeding farm in Kentucky. Next year I’m going to have Jess or one of the others take you to Keeneland for the yearling sale. Before I die, I’d like to have one more Derby winner. Pa had one in his day, and Jess and I have had two. I don’t want to go to the hereafter without another Derby winner under my belt.”
Nealy’s heart raced inside her chest. She couldn’t go to Keeneland. Her father went every year to the yearling sale, along with her brothers. But next year was a long way off. Better to pretend she was okay with the trip right now, so she wouldn’t disappoint Miss Maud. She nodded in agreement because she didn’t trust herself to speak.
Maud watched the girl out of the corner of her eye. She’d just said something that upset Nealy. She watched as she squirmed in the wicker rocker, the toes of her boots digging into the fiber of the porch carpet. “It’s not something we have to decide right now. It’s not until July. Anything can happen during that time. You might be needed here. We’ll talk about it again. This is very good tea, honey.”
Nealy sighed with relief.
She heard the sound, knew instantly what it was—a runaway horse galloping across the lawn and heading for the main road. She was a whirlwind as she heaved herself out of the rocker and over the railing of the fence. She hit the ground running as she raced after the runaway. She whistled sharply the way Pyne had taught her—just loud enough, just shrill enough so the horse could hear and try to puzzle out what the sound meant. The horse slowed imperceptibly, giving Nealy just the few seconds she needed to race up to her, grab her mane, and hoist herself onto her back. “Easy, girl, easy. That’s it, calm down. I’m not going to hurt you. Good girl, good girl,” she whispered, as the mare finally slowed to a trot. “Looks to me like you were born to run, little lady.” Nealy slipped off the horse’s back and walked forward to cup the horse’s head in her two hands. She stroked her head, loving the feel of the animal against her hands. The horse calmed immediately as Nealy rubbed her nose against the horse’s nose. “See, now we’re friends. You are one beautiful girl. I don’t think I’ve ever seen one as pretty as you. Pa had some beauties but none to compare to you. Come on now, act like a lady, and I’ll walk you back to the barn. No? I see, you want to give me a ride. Okay, but don’t you buck me off, you hear? Ladies don’t do things like that,” Nealy whispered as she hurled herself onto the horse’s back.
It felt good, wonderful really, to be riding again. This was where she belonged.
“Did you see that, Maud? Did you see that? On my best day I could never have done what Nealy did, and I don’t think you could have either.”
“I know, Jess. I know. Oh dear, Emmie must have seen from the window. There she goes. She’s seen her mother, and she wants her. Fetch her, Jess.”
“No need. Watch, Maud. I think we’re about to see something neither one of us is going to believe.”
They watched as the little girl toddled out to the edge of the lawn and waited for the horse and her mother to come abreast of her. Nealy leaned over. “Want to go for a ride, Emmie?” The little girl’s head bobbed up and down.
The old couple on the porch watched as Emmie reached up and tried to wrap her arms around the animal’s head. When her small arms couldn’t circle the horse’s head she buried her face against the horse’s leg. The velvet bag dangled from her wrist. The mare whickered softly. A second later, Nealy had leaned down and lifted the little girl up. Emmie was holding on to the horse’s mane. The couple watched until both riders and horse were out of sight.
“And we paid Adam how much to break that mare, Jess?” Maud said carefully.
“There’s going to be some mighty red faces down to the barn about now.” Jess grimaced as he fired up his first cigar of the day. “I think I’ll mosey down there for a look-see.”
“You do that, Jess. Bareback no less. Fancy likes her. She likes the tyke, too. I think they both have the touch, Jess. You were right about that.”
“Me? I thought you were the one who noticed it first. You, me, the same thing. Finish your tea. I’ll be right back. Don’t even think about walking down to the barn. I’ll give you a full report when I get back. Do we understand each other, Maud?”
“You aren’t my husband, Jess. Stop telling me what to do.”
“Gonna be. We’re getting married next week.”
“When were you going to tell me, Jess? Why?”
“So we can adopt that child when it’s time. I already called a lawyer. He’s looking into it.”
“She has kin, Jess. Maybe we’re moving too fast here. It won’t be easy.”
“No, it won’t. I’m prepared. We’ll do whatever we have to do. When I fall asleep at night, I keep seeing that little one’s face. Whatever it was that made her light out with the young’un had to be serious. God knows where they could have ended up. You need to prepare for the possibility of trouble. We’ll do our best to make it work. It’s only been four weeks since they got here, but I can see how you love those two. I do, too,” Jess said.
“Married, eh?”
“Yep. Thought we’d do it out by the corral. What’s your feeling on that, Maud?”
“Well . . . I . . . the corral will be fine, Jess. I’ll ask Nealy to stand up for me, and Emmie can throw the rose petals.”
“You’re getting carried away. This is just going to be one of those ‘I do’ things. Nothing fancy now. No gee-gaws and frills. You hear me?”
“The whole damn farm can hear you, Jess. If it’s my wedding, then I say what goes and don’t go. You do your end, and I’ll do my end. A party. A barbecue. Just our people. Don’t take that away from me, Jess.”
“Okay, won’t take that away from you.”
“Jess, you sure know how to melt a woman’s heart. Go on down to the barn so I can sit here and think about how we turned into two jackasses at our age.”
A sharp pain the size of a lightning bolt roared up Maud’s spine. She gasped at the same moment she reached for the shot glass full of hundred-proof Kentucky bourbon. She downed it in one quick swallow. The pain was getting worse with each passing day. She closed her eyes and waited for the liquor to take the edge off the pain. She wondered if tomorrow or the next day would be the day when she would no longer measure out the fiery liquor an ounce at a time. When would she be forced to swig from the bottle, a week from now, two weeks? She shuddered at the thought. “I wonder if I’ll be sober enough to attend my own wedding,” she mumbled as she lowered herself into the old, comfortable rocker.
She prayed then because she didn’t know what else to do.
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The moment the minister said “I now pronounce you man and wife,” Nealy clapped her hands with happiness. Emmie stretched out her arms to Jess, a huge smile on her tiny face. She hugged him with all the strength she could muster in her little arms. A second later she blew kisses to Maud, who burst out laughing.
Chet Lincoln reached for his harmonica and did a perfect rendition of “Here Comes the Bride.”
Nealy tapped her toes and clapped her hands until Maud signaled it was time to go up to the big house, where the barbecue was under way. She looked around at the smiling faces. Every single person who worked the farm, from the lowliest groom to the foreman, was in attendance. She knew most of them now, and they seemed to like her as much as she liked them. When they realized she loved horses and knew her way around the stables, they included her in their own little world. It didn’t matter that she lived in the big house, and it didn’t matter that she didn’t share her private life with them. She belonged; it was that simple.
Nealy could feel her neck start to itch. That meant someone was either watching her or staring at her. The hair on the back of her neck always stood on end when she knew her pa was standing in the shadows watching what she was doing. It was the same kind of feeling. She turned around to peer through the milling crowd of workers who were making their way up to the main house. She saw him out of the corner of her eye—Jack Carney, the man who expected to take Jess’s place when he stepped down. Nealy didn’t like him, but then it wasn’t her place to like or dislike him. He knew the farm, knew the horses, and had been with Blue Diamond Farms for a long time. She waved listlessly as she turned to follow the crowd. Wylie, Jack’s son, fell into step with her. She didn’t much care for him either. In her opinion he was too rough with the animals, too uncaring. Once she’d seen him try to shoo Emmie away as if she were one of the barn dogs. She didn’t like that either.
“Nice wedding, doncha think? Kind of silly to be getting hitched at their age, but still it was nice.”
“You’re never too old to get married,” Nealy said.
“So are you here for the long haul or are you just passing through? No one seems to know, and you don’t give up a whole lot. Why is that?”
“Maybe because it’s none of your business, Wylie.” Nealy stopped walking and turned to face Jack’s son. “Look, I don’t like you, so I’m not going to pretend I do. I don’t like your rough handling of the horses. I just want you to know I’m going to be watching you. You drink at night, too. You know drinking isn’t permitted. And, no, no one told me that, I saw you myself. The others cover for you because of your father. I won’t do that, though, so keep it in mind.”
“Do we have a tattletale here?” Wylie sneered.
“I guess we’ll just have to wait and see, won’t we?”
“I think you’re pretty goddamn uppity is what I think.”
“And I think you’re a horse’s ass,” Nealy said quietly. “Now, get away from me. You make my skin crawl.”
“Just who the hell are you?” Wylie sneered again.
“I’m the one who has eyes in the back of her head. I told you, keep away from me. You don’t want to take me on, Wylie. I’m here to work with the horses just the way you’re supposed to work but don’t. I think that sums it all up.” Without another word, Nealy dug her new shoes into the thick grass and sprinted for the backyard, where the barbecue was under way. She skidded to a stop next to a smiling Maud, who was graciously accepting wedding gifts and hugs from her farm family.
She looks tired, Nealy thought as she led her to the nearest chair that was heavily padded with cushions. “What can I fetch you, Miss Maud?”
“Nothing, honey. Jess is bringing me something. What did you think of my wedding?”
“I thought it was beautiful. Jess loves you so much. Are you happy, Miss Maud?”
“Very happy, child. I didn’t think this was ever going to happen. Now I am Mrs. Jess Wooley. I even have a paper that says so. I guess it doesn’t get any better than that. What about you, Nealy? Are you happy?”
“Miss Maud, there are no words to tell you how happy I am. You bought me this beautiful new dress and these shoes I’m having a hard time walking in and all those things for Emmie. She looks like a little angel. I always wanted to get her a pair of shiny black shoes. She does love them. Jess showed her how to spit on her finger and rub the dirt off the toe.”
“Tonight when she’s sleeping you have to change the penny in her bag. Jess got some shiny ones yesterday at the bank. I suspect you’ll want to save the . . . original one. I can put it in the safe for you if you like. I saw her staring at it, and I could just tell she couldn’t understand why it was no longer shiny. Later, when she’s older, you’ll be able to make her understand. I love that child, Nealy. So does Jess.”
“And she loves you both, too. If you don’t need me, Miss Maud, I’m going to get Emmie some supper and get her ready for bed.”
“Run along, child. I’m going to sit here and visit with my friends.”
Nealy wound her way through the wedding crowd to the back door leading to the kitchen. When she felt her daughter tug on her skirt she looked down and smiled. “It’s a party, Emmie. For Miss Maud and Mr. Jess. They got married today. That means they love each other and are going to be happy forever after. It’s so pretty here, isn’t it, honey? Look out over the land at all the split-rail fencing. It just goes on for miles and miles. Kind of like forever. Everything is so spic-and-span, the grass is like the stones in Miss Maud’s ring. She said it was an emerald. I hope we never have to leave here. I’m going to say a prayer every night and ask God to let us stay. I’m going to tell you a secret, Emmie. I hardly ever think about Pa or the boys. They’re family, but they didn’t act like a family. Someday when you’re all grown-up, we’ll go back to Virginia so you can see where you were born. This is home now.”
The little girl laid her head on Nealy’s shoulder. “I love you, Emmie,” Nealy whispered in the little girl’s ear. She was rewarded with a squeezing hug from the toddler. “I hope someday I can hear you say those same words to me.”
I love you, Mama. Lots and lots. A whole bushel.
Nealy stared out the office window at the long row of barns directly in her line of vision. She wished there was a magical way she could get through her chores here in the office so she could go to the barn and work with the horses. While she didn’t hate her duties in the office, she didn’t like them much. She wanted to be with the horses, doing what she did best. She clucked her tongue as she sat back down to complete the morning’s work sheets. She was able to do the payroll now, but while her bookkeeping skills had improved over the past month, they still left much to be desired. She did keep a tidy office though, according to Maud, who popped her head in from time to time to see how things were going. She sighed as she stacked a neat pile of sales slips. Deposits really. They flew out of her hand when the black dog named Molly tried to leap onto her lap. “I couldn’t have asked for a better diversion, Molly,” Nealy giggled. “If I could train you to pick them up and file them, we would be in business. I know, you miss Emmie. So do I. This school is good for her. She’s learning sign language. I have to learn it, too. I’m afraid you’re going to have to get off my lap now so I can tidy up the office, then you can escort me to the barn.”
The black dog slithered to the floor and lay down, her big head resting on her paws as she waited for Nealy to gather up the sales slips. She didn’t move when strange sounds erupted from the young girl’s mouth, but her ears stood straight up. She did stir when she saw Nealy reach out to the chair she’d been sitting on. When her head dropped between her knees, Molly was on her feet, racing down the hall to the kitchen where Maud was sitting at the kitchen table. She barked once, tugged on Maud’s skirt, and raced back to the office.
Breathless with the effort it cost her to hurry down the hall to the office, Maud took in the situation at a glance. “Nealy, honey, what’s wrong?”
Nealy raised her head, her face whiter than the shirt she was wearing. “Nothing, Miss Maud. I just felt a little dizzy. I’m fine. Really, I am. I think I just need some fresh air. Would you mind if I went down to the barn? Later this afternoon I can finish up in here if that’s all right with you. I was almost done anyway.” She stacked the sales bills into a neat pile on the corner of her desk.
“Run along, child. Take Molly with you. It is warm in here. Jess says I keep it much too warm. I guess he’s right. I like what you did with this office. It’s actually pretty now, with the green plants and the hanging basket by the window. This was my father’s desk. A real antique like me. The chair was his, too. It just fit his big frame. I never bothered to change things. Didn’t seem right because a person dies you throw away their things. Emmie’s drawings on the file cabinets add just the right touch. Go on, I’m just going to sit here a moment and think about how I used to run in here when Pa was working at his desk. Memories are a wonderful thing. Be sure to wear your jacket. It’s cold outside. And button it,” Maud called to Nealy’s back as the girl sprinted off, Molly on her heels.
“Let’s just see what we have here to cause my girl to go white-faced,” Maud muttered to herself as she riffled through the sales slips. She knew what it was the moment she held it in her hands: Josh Coleman, SunStar Farms, Virginia. Nealy Cole. Nealy Coleman. The old man had two sons and a daughter. One of the meanest, orneriest men she’d ever come across. She hated doing business with him, but Jess said business was business and personalities didn’t belong in business. He also said Coleman’s money was as good as anyone else’s. He was good to his animals, Jess said. In Jess’s eyes, that said it all. Maud wondered what he would say when she told him about this little episode.
Maud leaned back in the comfortable chair and closed her eyes. “Pa, I never called on you before. I always figured if you were dead, you were dead, and as far as I know the dead don’t come back. That’s about as blunt as I can be. Like you, I don’t hold any truck with spirits and junk like that. As I recall, Pa, you didn’t even believe in angels. Jess and me . . . it’s possible we just opened up a can of worms. I can’t let that girl go. Or the little one either. I’ve been racking my brains for days now trying to figure the best way to do things. Whatever I want to do will be okay with Jess. You’d like that man, Pa. He’s just like you. Guess that’s why I picked him. Got myself married and even got gussied up for the occasion. When the pain gets real bad, Pa, I can’t think real clear. Course I’m half-liquored up, so that explains it. I think what I’m trying to say here is I could use some help. I need to know I’m doing the right things. Another thing, Pa. When I get there, I’m going to be bringing you another Derby winner. If you’re going to do something, give me a sign. Could you do it now so I can go back to the kitchen to finish my tea?”
Maud looked around. When nothing happened, she shrugged. “Figured that,” she mumbled. “It’s all horse pucky, that spirit stuff. There probably aren’t any angels either,” she continued to mutter. She heaved herself to her feet and for a few blessed moments felt no pain at all. The walk down the hall, while painful, was easier than her earlier walk to the office. She wasn’t sure, but she thought she felt gentle hands ease her down onto the kitchen chair. Was this the sign she’d asked for? She sat quietly, motionless, hardly daring to breathe while she waited for the pain to take on its own life or ease up. She heaved a sigh of relief when she realized the pain was bearable, the kind aspirin worked on. Maybe today was going to be a good day after all. Later, if she felt good enough, she would make a trip down to the barns to see the October foals.
Nealy let her breath out in a loud swoosh the minute she entered the warm, moist barn. She inhaled almost immediately, savoring the pungent smell of hay, warmth, and manure. She loved it, felt at home.
She took everything in at a glance, much the way she’d done back home in Virginia. She knew her duties and the time allotted to each. The barns ran on schedules and she had to run on the same schedule. She ran, her jacket flapping with the breeze, to the stallion barn with its shady overhang and oversize stalls. She knew the barn held twenty-five, sometimes as many as thirty stallions a year. Unfortunately not all the stallions were Blue Diamond studs. Maud had told her earlier that Blue Diamond Farms had an excellent reputation as a breeding operation. People paid handsomely for the privilege of standing their stallions at the farm. As she walked under the overhang, she touched and caressed each stallion curious enough to see what she was about. They knew her now and always whickered softly when she stroked their beautiful heads. “On my way back, you each get an apple,” she whispered.
Outside she watched the hot walkers take their horses in a counterclockwise walk around the walking ring. It took forty minutes of walking and then a pause for the horses to sip water, at which point, the overheated horses would be back to normal, resting pulse.
She headed for the paddock where Danny Clay, the stud groom, would soon lead Private Dancer to his stall. If she hurried, she could have the stall ready for the stallion by the time Danny got there. All it took was new straw, a shaking of hay, fresh water, and a measure of grain mixture that Jess had concocted for this special stallion. With little grass at this time of year for grazing, Jess had left orders for extra feed for Private Dancer, who was on active stud duty. It was her job to make sure the horse was given preferential treatment, which wasn’t hard to do since she’d developed a rapport with the huge animal. She longed to mount him just to see if he’d let her on his back, but she knew she would never take the chance unless Jess or Maud said it was okay to do so.
Nealy worked in earnest, breaking into a sweat as she forked hay into the stall. She tossed her jacket over the railing and never gave it another thought. She finished just as Danny led the snorting stallion down the middle of the barn to his stall. Nealy stood quietly to the side, waiting to see if the big stallion would pay attention to her. He snorted, reared back, and came down prancing and pawing the concrete. He tossed his head to the side, jerking free of Danny’s hold, trotted over to the stall, picked up Nealy’s jacket, and backed up until he was abreast of her. His big head bobbed up and down, his signal that she should take the jacket. She did. She slipped it on. “You’re just an old softie, Dancer,” she whispered. “How’d you know it was mine, huh? Did it smell like me?” While she talked her hands were busy rubbing and stroking the big animal. “C’mon, now, show me you appreciate this. A little love and devotion go a long way. We both know that.” The stallion’s body quivered as he used his big head to nuzzle Nealy’s neck, making her laugh in delight. “Look what I have for you!” Nealy held out an apple from her pocket. Dancer nodded before he lowered his head to take the apple from the palm of her hand.
“I don’t know how you do it, Miss Nealy. That horse won’t take anything from me or Wylie. The truth is, this animal hates Wylie, and Wylie is afraid of him. Maybe Dancer senses his fear. He’s gentle as a lamb right now. He lets me handle him, but he won’t cozy up to me the way he does you.”
“I’m a girl, Danny. He knows the difference. You have to talk softly, and your hands have to be gentle. Why am I telling you this, you already know it?”
“I do, but it doesn’t work for me. And Dancer is my favorite. This big guy is so highly valued as a sire he’s made the leading sires list for his progeny over three hundred times. One of his foals, Lead Dance, was undefeated. His next foal goes to SunStar Farms in Virginia. I heard they’re going to be paying some big dollars for the foal.”
“I’d like to talk to you more, Danny, but I have other stalls to get ready,” Nealy said, her body going all jittery at what the groom had just said. “You’re sure about his foal going to SunStar Farms?”
“Yep.”
“Do they come to pick up the foal, or does Miss Maud transport it to Virginia?”
“It’s one of those either/ors if you know what I mean. SunStar does a lot of business with Miss Maud. Can’t say I much care for the man, but he’s good with the horses. Runs a respectable breeding farm. Has two sons if I recall rightly. Met them once or twice. The old man is the boss; those boys of his never say a word. You best get a move on, Miss Nealy. Starbright is heading this way, and right behind him is Perfect Pa.”
“Yes sir, right away, Danny.”
Nealy worked tirelessly until she heard the bell at the end of the barn chime the hour. Time to head up to the house to wash up and sit down for her lessons. Emmie would be home soon. She looked forward to story hour, with milk and cookies. Nealy sighed. One day the lessons would be behind her, and so would the office routine. Now that she was eighteen, she would be of age in three years. The day she turned twenty-one, she would no longer have to fear her father. But would she still live in fear that Emmie’s father would somehow find them and reach out for her? As unlikely as that was, she still couldn’t rid herself of the fear. When, she wondered, would she ever feel safe?
She thought about her brothers then. What were they doing? Did they ever think of her? Were they better off without her? Surely they must miss her a little. Now that she was out of their lives they would have to take up the slack and work harder and put in longer hours. Or did they feel getting rid of her was worth getting their reputations back? Probably so.
Nealy’s shoulders slumped. Everything happens for a reason, she told herself as she headed for the bathroom to wash up.
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Nealy tiptoed down the steps, feeling her way in the early-morning darkness. In the kitchen she reached for her jacket, opened the door quietly, and slipped out. This was her favorite time of day—right before the sun rose. She wrapped her arms about her chest to ward off the November cold as she walked out to the road, the same road she’d stumbled onto one rainy day five years earlier. God had been watching over her and Emmie that day. A day she would never forget as long as she lived. She threw her arms into the air and whispered, “Thank You, thank You!”
Perched on the split-rail fence, she strained to see in the darkness. She wanted to burn it all into her memory so she would never, ever, forget it. Not that she would. All she had to do was close her eyes, and she could see everything. She knew every rock, every pebble, every blade of grass on Blue Diamond Farms. She knew each one of the eighty-seven employees by name, knew their families, knew about their secrets, their hopes, and their plans. They were her family now, a family she loved and cherished. The horses were part of her life, too. God, how she loved those magnificent creatures. She closed her eyes, trying to calculate the number of nights she’d spent in the barns, sleeping on straw and covering herself with horse blankets when there was a problem with one of the Thoroughbreds. Those were treasured times because the horses trusted her, recognized her voice and her touch.
Life was wonderful.
Years ago she’d accepted the fact that her daughter, normal in every other way, was never going to speak. What was it the specialist said? “There is no medical reason that we can find as to why your daughter doesn’t speak.” He’d used words like trauma, fear, anxiety, and a few others that made no sense to her at the time. Emmie was seven now, and so beautiful Nealy often felt tears burn her eyes when she looked at her. They all had learned sign language, Maud, Jess, her, and some of the workers at the barns. There were times she swore even the horses understood the little girl’s flying fingers.
The moment the sun started to creep over the horizon, Nealy jumped off the fence and headed back toward the house.
Today was her birthday, a time when she always reflected on her young life. Maud and Jess would be waiting in the kitchen for her. How kind, how astute they were. If they didn’t know, then they sensed she needed these early minutes to herself out by the road. They never mentioned it, never said anything other than, happy birthday, Nealy. Later on there would be a big dinner, a cake with candles, presents, and so much love and affection she would get dizzy absorbing it all. She was loved. Her daughter was loved. What more could she possibly want or wish for? Absolutely nothing, she answered herself.
From the back porch, Nealy could see the fireplace blazing. The kitchen would be warm and toasty. That had to mean Carmela the housekeeper was up and preparing breakfast. Emmie would be getting ready for the special school she attended; Maud and Jess would be sitting at the table waiting for her. Carmela would be frying bacon, brewing coffee, and stirring batter for blueberry pancakes.
Nealy opened the door to silence. She sniffed. Where was the coffee, the sizzling bacon? Where were the others? She looked down at her watch and frowned. Where was Carmela? She called her name, knocked on the housekeeper’s door. When there was no response she cracked the door and called out a second time. She opened the door wider, saw the unmade bed, but there was no sign of the housekeeper. She closed the door just as she heard a car screech to a stop in the driveway alongside the back porch. She ran to the door, her heart hammering in her chest.
“Dr. Parker! What’s wrong? Why are you here?”
“It’s Maud, Nealy. Jess called me. Where is she?”
Speechless with fear, Nealy could only point to the second floor. The doctor took the kitchen stairs, two at a time, Nealy galloping behind him.
Emmie ran to Nealy, her eyes full of questions. “I don’t know what’s wrong, honey. I was outside, and when I came in there was no one in the kitchen. Do you know where Carmela is?” Emmie pointed to Maud’s room. “Listen to me, Emmie. I want you to go downstairs and make some coffee. You know how to do that. Make some toast and wait for me. I’m sure Miss Maud just has a bad cold or maybe a bad bellyache. Do what I say, and I’ll be right down. It’s going to be all right.” She waited until Emmie was at the bottom of the stairs before she ran to Maud’s room.
She saw the huge sleigh bed, the colorful quilt, and the woman lying propped up against a mound of pillows. Nealy Diamond’s eyes burned at the sight of Maud. Surely this caricature of the adoptive mother she loved with all her heart wasn’t Maud Diamond. Her face was pulled to the side, her right eye closed, the lid drooping way past her bottom eyelashes. The right side of her body was hiked up as though she’d tried to curl into the fetal position, the left side almost as rigid. Drool oozed from the corner of her mouth. A sob caught in Nealy’s throat as she made her way to the side of the bed. The doctor gently pushed her away. She found herself standing in the doorway next to Carmela. She heard a sob, and knew it wasn’t her own. Jess. She heard the word hospital, heard Jess’s vehement negative response.
“What happened, Carmela? Is Miss Maud going to die?”
“I don’t know, Nealy. Mr. Jess came and got me right after you left the kitchen. I didn’t see you leave, but I heard you. I’d just built up the fire when he came rattling down the steps. It’s a stroke. People live after a stroke, Nealy. Sometimes they don’t, but sometimes they do.”
“She can’t die, Carmela. She just can’t. Jess won’t know what to do without her. I won’t know what to do. Emmie . . . Emmie won’t . . . understand. The farm, the horses, everything will fall apart without Miss Maud. She’s the glue that keeps us all together. I should do something. I need to do something. Tell me what to do, Carmela.”
“You keep going, Nealy. You can’t fold up. Jess is going to need you, and so is Emmie. You have to be strong. You do what Maud would do. Tell me what to make for breakfast. Then you have your work; Emmie has to go to school. You need to write down what you want me to make for supper. You have to go down to the barns and tell the others. You have a lot of things you have to do.”
“Those are just things. I meant I want to do something for Miss Maud.” Nealy reached out and grabbed Carmela’s shoulders. She stared deep into her eyes. “Tell me she isn’t going to die, Carmela. Tell me. She said she won’t die till she gets another Derby winner. She told me and Emmie many times she can’t go to meet her pa in heaven unless she has a third Derby winner in her hand. Say it, Carmela! Damn you, say it!”
The old housekeeper straightened her apron, her usual rosy cheeks pasty white. She tried to straighten her plump body as she stared Nealy down. “I can’t tell you that, Nealy. Now, tell me what to make for breakfast.”
Nealy stared at the woman, who was almost as old as Maud. Her face was lined and creased the way Maud’s was. She wore wire-rimmed spectacles, whereas Maud preferred to squint or use a magnifying glass, saying eyeglasses were ugly. Where Maud’s hair was thinning, Carmela’s was thick and curly, fashioned into a long braid that hung down her back almost to her waist. Her hands slammed down on her plump hips. “I need you to tell me what to make for breakfast, Nealy.”
“Pancakes.”
“Fine. I can make pancakes. How many?”
“How many? Fifty. Sixty. That’s a good round number. Lots of coffee,” Nealy said, rubbing her temples.
“Who’s going to eat sixty pancakes?” Carmela demanded, but Nealy was already halfway up the kitchen stairs to the second floor. “The barn dogs and cats, that’s who,” she mumbled.
Nealy found herself standing outside Maud’s room. Everything was suddenly different now. Even the sunshine was gone. An omen? She wished she knew more about death and the dying process. She wanted to cry so bad she pinched her arms to stop the tears. Jess didn’t need to see her cry. She was supposed to be strong. She wondered if Maud could hear or understand whatever it was the doctor was saying to Jess. It didn’t look like Maud had moved even an inch. Jess looked different, too. Right now, right this minute, he looked old. He also looked brittle, like he was going to crack wide open. He turned, saw her, and motioned her to enter the room.
Nealy advanced, tears rolling down her cheeks. She stepped into his arms and howled her misery. He didn’t try to stop her. Instead, he stroked her hair and let his own tears roll down his weathered cheeks. “We talked about something like this maybe happening someday. Maud said she didn’t want to go to a hospital. I agreed. Dr. Parker is going to send us some nurses who will take care of Maud around the clock.”
“I can do that, Jess. I want to do it.”
“I know you do, child; but you have Emmie, and the farm still has to run. You can’t do everything. Maud wouldn’t want that. She’d want you to do what you do best, work with the horses.”
“How can I do that, Jess, when my heart is here with Miss Maud? Tell me how.”
“I can’t tell you how, child. You have to find your way yourself. I’m going to have to make some decisions, too. We’ll talk later. For now I’m going to stay here with Maud until the nurse gets here. Dr. Parker says she isn’t in any pain. I’m going to hold on to that. See Emmie to the school bus and get on with your chores.”
“But . . .”
“There are no buts, Nealy. This is the way it has to be. Get on the loudspeaker in the barn and tell everyone Maud has had a stroke. Tell them . . . tell them I’ll let them know when she can have visitors. Now, git to it, girl.” He hugged her tight to take the sting out of his words.
It was nine o’clock before Nealy tucked a tearful Emmie into bed. Exhausted with all the crying she’d done, Emmie slipped into sleep almost immediately but not before she tucked her velvet bag under the pillow.
Nealy sat on the edge of the bed for a long time, trying not to cry. Everyone was acting as if Maud was dead, while in fact she was alive and breathing. She couldn’t die. She just couldn’t. Nealy offered up a prayer, kissed her daughter good night, and walked down the hall to Maud’s room. She could see into the dimly lit room, where the nurse, in her starched, white uniform, sat reading. She’d always thought of Maud’s room as a pretty room, with the overlarge sleigh bed that had once been her father’s. Crisp organdy curtains hung from the diamond-shaped windows. There were no blinds or shades on any of the windows at Blue Diamond Farms. Maud wanted it that way. She said she liked light, not half-light. Privacy was something she never thought of. Besides, she’d said, who can see way up here to the second floor? Two wing chairs stood against the far wall. The blue one was for Jess and the burgundy one was Maud’s. Both had matching footstools, and both were situated so Maud and Jess could watch television late at night if they wanted. A few lush green plants stood in the corners, just to fill up the space, Maud said. Other than a dresser that was almost bare and two night tables, there was nothing else in the room.
When Nealy had first arrived, there were no pictures on Maud’s bedroom walls, but there were pictures now. One of her wedding to Jess, the rest of Emmie at different stages. Emmie sitting in her pony cart, Emmie at the wedding, Emmie with her first short haircut, Emmie and Molly, Emmie in a bathing suit running under the sprinkler and, the best of all, Emmie riding Wind Dancer, her very own pony. There was one picture that Maud said she treasured above all else, a picture of her with Emmie in her arms, sleeping together in the wicker rocker on the front porch. It was a nice picture, Nealy thought. Probably because we all felt safe and peaceful. Maud had always understood that.
“How . . . how is she?” Nealy whispered to the nurse.
“The same. She’s sleeping. You look very tired, honey. Why don’t you turn in? If there’s any change at all, I’ll call you.”
“Can I kiss her good night?”
“I don’t see why not.”
Nealy walked hesitantly over to the bed. There were so many things she wanted to say, but her tongue felt thick in her mouth, and the words wouldn’t come. She tried not to cry, but tears pooled in her eyes and rolled down her cheeks. She reached for Maud’s hand and covered it with both of hers. She was stunned at how cold it felt. She wanted to crawl into the big bed the way she did with Emmie and hold her close to warm her clear through. She leaned over and kissed the old lady’s dry cheek. She looked up when she felt Maud’s eyelashes touch her cheek. “You’re awake! I came in to say good night. I don’t know if you can hear me. Can you, Miss Maud?”
When there was no response, Nealy moved to the foot of the bed where Maud could see her better. Her hands and fingers moved furiously. Blink if you can understand what I just said, Miss Maud. A smile ripped across Nealy’s face when the old lady blinked. Nealy’s fingers spoke a second time. Do you want to see Jess? Blink. I’ll fetch him.
Nealy raced down the steps and into the living room, where Jess sat staring at the fire. “Come quick, Jess. Miss Maud wants to see you. I signed for her and told her to blink if she understood. She did. I asked her if she wanted to see you. She blinked. Hurry, Jess, before she falls asleep again.”
Nealy’s heart sang with joy when the old man lumbered across the room and up the kitchen stairway.
“You have to stand at the bottom of the bed so she can see you clearly, Jess,” Nealy said, stepping aside for Jess to take her place.
Twenty minutes later, the nurse urged them to leave. “She needs to rest. The shot I gave her is starting to work, but she won’t relax until you leave. I’ll call you if she wakes.”
Nealy had to drag Jess out to the hall and back down the steps. “It’s wonderful, isn’t it, Jess? We can communicate with her now. Emmie is going to be so happy. Maybe tomorrow will be better. You didn’t eat any dinner, Jess. Let me fix you a sandwich. I’ll sit with you in the parlor. Carmela made a chocolate cake. I’ll cut you a slice, and coffee would go real good now, wouldn’t it?”
“I’m not hungry, but go ahead and fix me something if it will make you feel better. We need to talk, Nealy. Serious talk.”
“Are you going to ask . . . are you going to ask us to leave, Jess?” Nealy asked, fear written all over her face. She started to shake while she waited for the old man’s response.
“Good God Almighty, girl, where did you get an idea like that? We adopted you, girl. You belong to us, to Maud and me. You belong here. The only way you and Emmie can leave here is if you want to leave. You’re the child and Emmie the grandchild Maud and I never had. Now go fix me that sandwich while I build up the fire. We’ll be nice and cozy. Don’t bring me any coffee, though. Bring me Maud’s bottle.”
Nealy returned to the parlor with a thick ham sandwich on fresh homemade bread, a dish of pickles, and a slice of dark chocolate cake. The bottle of bourbon was half-full. She placed it on the end table along with a glass. While Jess ate, she poked at the fire, her thoughts whirling inside her head. What did Jess want to talk to her about? Did it have something to do with Emmie or with Maud? She wished he’d gobble his food so she could relax. She turned around, sat down on the hearth, and hugged her knees. When he finished the cake, Nealy sighed with relief.
With her gaze fixed on the man across from her, she blurted, “What did you want to talk to me about, Jess?” She sucked in her breath as she waited for whatever he was going to say.
“A lot of things. Some of them important and some not so important. Maud and I were talking just the other day about sitting down with you and explaining things. This isn’t the best time in the world, but things happen. Sometimes so swiftly, there’s no time to prepare for the right time. Maud wanted to do the talking, the explaining, but now it looks like it’s me who is going to be doing it. I told her that upstairs. She . . . she seemed to relax a bit once I did that.
“First things first. What do you think about me turning things over to Jack Carney? He’s a good man. Not my favorite person in the world, but he’s been with us just about all his working life. His home is here. Maud led him to believe he would be taking over at some point. He’s well paid, as you know. I know you don’t much care for him or his son. What I’m asking is, can you work with him knowing he’s in authority?”
“No!” The single word shot from her mouth like a lone bullet.
“Could you work with him if he answered to you and only you? That means you’ll be stepping into Maud’s shoes. What I mean, Nealy, is, Maud and I decided that you will inherit Blue Diamond Farms. You and Emmie. Everything we have between us will go to you and your daughter with the exception of some special bequests and gifts to a few charities. You will be a very wealthy woman one day.”
“Oh, no, Jess, I can’t accept that. You must have kin somewhere. All I want is to be allowed to stay here and work. I never thought . . . never dreamed. No. It’s not right. I can’t accept such generosity.”
“It’s not up to you. Everything is all set up. Maud wanted it done years ago, right after you got here. She said you were the one who would carry on Blue Diamond Farms. Said you were the one who would give her another Derby winner. I agreed. It’s done, girl. It’s not a yes or a no. All our people, the workers, the families, yes, they love it here, but it’s a job to them. They do a day’s work and get a day’s pay. Yes, they’re loyal, and for that we’re grateful. But there isn’t one who loves this place or understands it like you do. I’ve seen you look at the land, at the fencing, at the animals with the same kind of love in your eyes as when you look at your daughter. Maud saw that. We’re comfortable with our decisions. I know it’s going to take some getting used to. Money is a powerful thing, Nealy. That’s one of the reasons Maud made you learn the business end of things.
“When Emmie comes of age, she’ll take her place right alongside you. Won’t matter one whit if she can talk or not. She has the touch like you do. We can’t let that slip away. And before you can give me an argument, Maud and I know who you are and where you came from. That’s why we waited until you were twenty-one to adopt you. We had the best lawyers we could find to make all this legal. One of these days, the girl’s pa might rear up and try to make some claims. Won’t work,” Jess said emphatically. “Got it sewed up tight as a drum. Are you absorbing all this, Nealy?”
“Yes, I think so. I guess I’m overwhelmed that you would think so much of me and Emmie.”
“We love you, that’s the difference. I’ve never seen Maud so happy. The day you got here was the day she came alive, even with all the pain she was feeling. Maud is going to die, Nealy. I don’t know when, but it will happen. I won’t be long for this world once that happens. Don’t go bawling on me now. I’m telling you facts so you can be prepared. When I draw my last breath, I want to know I left things in good hands. Say something, girl.”
“I love you, Jess Wooley. I’ll do my best to measure up. Emmie will, too. What happens if... if... Miss Maud . . . dies before I can bring in another Derby winner?”
“Nothing will happen. She’ll know. Maud knows you won’t let her down. Now, let’s get back to Jack Carney. He’s not going to like taking orders from you. Put him in his place early on. If he gets out of hand, boot his ass out of here. That goes for Wylie, too. Never could cotton to that kid. He’s a sly little weasel. Keep him on the straight and narrow, and if he gives you even an ounce of trouble, get rid of him. Can you do that?”
“Yes, sir, I can.”
“Good. There’s more on the financial end we need to talk about. We set up trusts for you and Emmie. No one can ever get their hands on the money. There’s a handsome brokerage account. You could live in luxury until your dying day and never touch the principal. These things have nothing to do with the business accounts. It will be damn near impossible for you to run this farm into the ground. Everything’s been taken care of. There’s a fund for wages for the next five years, funds for everything under the sun. We need to set up a meeting with the broker, who is going to educate you on the different holdings. Maud was . . . is insistent on that. You ask all the questions you want until you understand everything. Now, is it okay if I drink from this bottle?”
“Only if you let me have the first drink,” Nealy shot back.
“Done!” Jess said as he handed over the bottle.
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Nealy watched with tears in her eyes as the ambulance attendants wheeled Maud into the house and then into Carmela’s small apartment off the kitchen on the first floor. The housekeeper had moved to the second floor a week after Maud’s stroke. It had been Jess’s idea to switch the rooms, saying it would make it easier on everyone. Nealy had done her best to take away the hospital atmosphere of the room with the hospital bed, medication bottles, charts, and the nurse herself by bringing down the pictures from Maud’s room and re-hanging them. She’d gone to the florist in town and had brought back some green plants the doctor frowned on, along with some knickknacks the nurse said she wasn’t dusting. Emmie watered the plants and dusted every other day. The florist delivered fresh flowers daily. There was nothing she could do about the sick smell to the room except open the windows from the top for a little fresh air.
Today was, according to Jess, the last time he was subjecting Maud to the ambulance trips to the local hospital for weekly testing, citing Maud’s fear of hospitals. “What will be will be.” Maud had blinked her acceptance of his decision early on, he’d said. The consensus now was that everything that could be done had been done, and the only thing left to do was to see to Maud’s comfort.
Three long, agonizing weeks had passed since Maud’s stroke. While her condition hadn’t worsened, it hadn’t improved either. The doctor stopped by daily. Jess said he didn’t know why, since he didn’t do a thing except take Maud’s blood pressure. “He’s doing it for the money,” Jess had said sourly. Nealy decided he was probably right.
Nealy’s gaze sought out Jess, who was hovering near the hospital bed. To her untrained eye, he had gone downhill steadily since Maud’s stroke. His once-robust frame seemed shrunken now, his steps slower, his face almost as gaunt and haggard as Maud’s. Nealy knew he wasn’t sleeping, and he barely ate enough to keep him alive. On more than one occasion she’d woken and tiptoed into Maud’s room in the middle of the night to see him sitting by the side of the bed, whispering or talking to his wife with his fingers.
Satisfied that Maud was settled and comfortable, the nurse in attendance, Nealy reached out to Jess, and whispered, “Let’s go for a walk, Jess. Just once around the house. You need some fresh air, and it’s snowing out. You know how you love snow. Emmie’s down at the barn, and this is our quiet time. Maud is sleeping. I don’t think she would want you to be giving up, and you are giving up, Jess. Please don’t let Maud see that.”
“She’s not going to get any better,” Jess said as he slipped into his denim jacket. “I always thought I’d be the first to go since I’m older. I’m having a hard time with this. Nothing seems to matter anymore. Why is that? The farm should count, the horses should count, but they don’t. I don’t give a good rat’s ass about another Derby winner. Maud doesn’t care anymore either. I know she doesn’t. She wants to die. I see it in her eyes. What in the damn hell kind of life is blinking to communicate? She can’t hear, she can only see out of one eye, and she can’t talk or eat and is fed through her veins. Why doesn’t God take her?”
Nealy shivered. “I don’t know the answer, Jess. I guess He wants us to keep her a while longer. You aren’t thinking what I think you’re thinking, are you?” Nealy demanded as she grabbed the old man’s arm and swung him around to face her. He slipped in the wet snow, but her young arms held him steady until he was upright.
“It’s what Maud wants, Nealy.” His voice was so flat, so dead-sounding, Nealy grew light-headed.
“No!” The single exclamation exploded into the frosty air. “Don’t even think about that, Jess. They’ll lock you up. You can’t . . . Damn it, no! Oh God, you aren’t . . . you weren’t . . . Jess, no!” Nealy cried. “I can’t do this alone. I need you. Emmie needs you. Please. Don’t . . . Maud isn’t of sound mind right now. You aren’t either. I’ll tell. I swear to God I’ll tell.”
“It’s what Maud wants. I always do what she wants. I can’t stand seeing her like she is. She isn’t my Maud anymore. She doesn’t even look like herself.”
“If . . . if . . . you do . . . anything, I swear to God, I’ll take Emmie and leave. I will, Jess. I’ve never been alone before. I need you. Emmie needs you. I think Maud looks forward to Emmie’s visits to her room. Promise me.”
“Can’t do that. Don’t you be badgering me now. Shouldn’t you be fetching Emmie from the barns?”
“Emmie knows the way to the house. She’s been coming and going for years, and you know it. If you want to be alone, just say you want to be alone. I’ll go back to the house. The snow is pretty, isn’t it?”
“Maud always loved the first snowfall of the year. Snow don’t make me no never mind. I like warm weather.” He reached out to shake the snow from a yew branch as much as to say, see, I told you I don’t like this white stuff.
“Maybe I’ll make Maud a snowball and take it up on a plate for her to see it. I can ask the nurse to wheel her bed over to the window so she can see the snow falling. What do you think, Jess?” Nealy asked.
“Don’t bother. Here comes Emmie. Take her up to the house. I’m going down to the barns. How’s the filly doing?”
“She’s doing just fine. She isn’t the one, Jess. I’d know if she was. I thought you didn’t care.”
“Don’t.” He returned Emmie’s exuberant hug before he walked down to the barn. Nealy felt her heart thump in her chest at the way he shuffled and his shoulders slumped. She had to shift into neutral now and take care of her daughter.
Nealy looked at herself in the mirror. She couldn’t ever remember looking this bad before. The dark circles under her eyes were almost as dark as her eyes themselves. There were hollows in her cheeks that hadn’t been there prior to Maud’s stroke. Pulling her dark curly hair back into a ponytail seemed to accentuate the hollows. Maybe she should let her hair down, but if she did that, it got in her way. She was more tired than she’d ever been in her life, even when her pa had worked her eighteen hours a day. It was the lack of sleep and eating on the run that was making her look like a ghost of herself, according to Carmela, who clucked her tongue and chased after her with plates of food she only picked at. She simply wasn’t hungry. Sleeping was something she used to do but not now. She spent half the night in Maud’s room watching Jess while the nurse dozed in her chair.
She walked up behind Jess’s chair and placed her hands on his shoulders. She sniffed. He was wearing the same clothes four days in a row. Carmela had told her all he’d eaten in the past days was half an apple and some saltine crackers. It was alarming how much weight he’d dropped. His shoulders felt bony to her touch.
“Go to bed, Nealy. You look worse than I feel.”
“In a little while, Jess. I’ll just keep you company. Do you want to play checkers? I know how you and Maud loved a good game after supper.”
“No. Don’t like those things they have on her. Know she doesn’t like it either. They’re scratchy. Maud always liked . . . Maud likes fine things. She had this special nightgown she loved more than anything. She’d wash it out by hand and hang it on the line. It had little rosebuds that were silky-feeling around the neck and arms. She’d always iron it after she took it off the line. It was thin and fine and you could . . . you could see through it. Now they have diapers on her.”
Nealy didn’t know what to say, so she said nothing. She continued to massage Jess’s shoulders.
“Maud used to like to paint her toenails. She had this varnish she said was called Strawberry Whip, and by dang it did look like the color of strawberries. She couldn’t do that anymore after the accident. Oh, she could have gone to the beauty salon and they would have done it for her, but she just didn’t like people doing things for her. She was . . . is a stubborn woman.”
“You’re stubborn, too, Jess,” Nealy said, wondering where this conversation was going.
“True. We got along. Her breathing is different today. Did you notice that, Nealy?”
“Yes, I noticed.”
“Means her lungs are filling up with fluid. Seen it happen too many times not to recognize the sound. Not a good thing.”
“Let’s go downstairs and get some tea, Jess. We could go outside for a breath of fresh air. It’s so hot in this room you can’t breathe.”
“Maud likes it warm. You go ahead. I’ll stay here.”
“In that case, I’ll stay, too.”
“You should fix yourself a mint julep. Kentucky is known for their mint juleps. You’re old enough to drink now.”
Nealy forced a smile to her lips. “No thanks.”
“What will you do when we’re gone, Nealy?”
“I don’t know, Jess. I’ve been thinking about that. The best answer I can give you is I will do my best to run this place the way you and Maud did.”
“You won’t be going home then?”
Nealy fixed her gaze on the opposite wall, where a picture of Maud, Jess, Emmie, and herself hung. One of the workers had taken it the day Emmie went off to first grade. They were all waving, smiling, and saying “cheese” for the benefit of the camera. So long ago. “No, I won’t be going back.” She refused to use the word home in reference to where she’d once lived. “This is home for me and Emmie, Jess. That other place, that was just a house. There was no love there.”
“We never talk about that, Nealy. Do you want to?”
“Only if you feel a need for me to talk about it. I sent back all the money my brother loaned me and I called like I said I would. I know you know who my pa is. How did you find out? Didn’t we talk about this that first day when Maud had her stroke?”
“Guess we did. My memory ain’t what it used to be. Looked at the registration in that truck you drove here. It was all there. No need to talk about it. Maud said if you lit out, then you had a good reason. We heard you talking to Emmie one night, and you said your pa was going to send her to an orphanage. That made Maud’s mind up right there on the spot. Mine, too. I think Maud loved you and that child as much as she loved me. Do you see how I’m talking in the past tense?”
“It doesn’t matter, Jess. I know what you mean. Carmela made vegetable soup today and fresh bread. I’m going to fetch you some.”
Jess shook his head. “If I eat it, it will just come back up. Nothing will stay down these days.”
Nealy rubbed her eyes. She could feel Maud and Jess slipping away from her. Her stomach started to churn, and her eyes burned unbearably. She knew he was deliberately starving himself to death, and there was nothing she could do about it.
“I’m going upstairs to check on Emmie. Then I think I’ll get a breath of fresh air. I won’t be long.”
“I’ll be here. Take your time. Won’t do anything, so stop worrying. Don’t think I don’t know how you’ve been watching me like some evil-eyed hawk.”
“Was I that transparent, Jess?”
“Yep.”
Nealy nodded as she backed out of the room. Outside in the frosty air, she sucked in a lungful, held it, then expelled it in a loud swoosh. When she felt her body cool down she sat on the steps and stared into the star-filled night. She knew in her heart that Maud’s days were numbered. On the other hand maybe there wouldn’t be days, just hours. Was there a way to prepare for death? If there was, she didn’t know how to go about it. Obviously Jess knew, and that’s why he hadn’t budged from Maud’s room. Wearing the same clothes for four days in a row had to mean something.
When the cold, nippy air made her shiver, she got up and headed for the second floor, where she stopped at Emmie’s room to look in on her. She smiled. She always smiled when she looked at her daughter. How happy she was these days. How contented. How would the child handle Maud’s and Jess’s deaths? She had to admit she didn’t know. She bent over, smoothed back the springy, blonde curls before she kissed her gently on the cheek. She closed the door softly behind her and headed to Maud’s room.
She felt like a Peeping Tom, a thief, as she went through Maud’s dresser drawers and closet. Where was the nightgown with the rosebuds Jess had described? If it was a special nightgown, Maud would have saved it even if it was worn-out. She finally found it at the bottom of the cedar chest that stood at the foot of the huge sleigh bed. She felt awkward and guilty going through Maud’s things. The chest held mostly mementoes of her father and a few faded photographs of Jess. The nightgown was on the very bottom of the chest, wrapped in three layers of tissue paper and tied with a pink-satin ribbon. Jess was right, it was beautiful, gossamer thin, the rosebuds perfect little swirls of pink satin. Did Maud wear this the first night she spent with Jess? She held it to her cheek. It smelled musty, with a hint of jasmine, Maud’s favorite scent. She folded the gown and wrapped it back up before she replaced everything else in the chest. Her heart heavy, she walked into the bathroom, where she opened the linen closet. Where would Maud keep nail polish and polish remover? She moved towels and linens, soap, tissues, and finally saw a box covered in gold leaf on the top shelf. There it was, Strawberry Whip nail polish. Four bottles that had never been opened. That meant it wouldn’t be stringy and gooey. She stuck one of the bottles in her jeans pocket. She dropped to the floor and started to cry then, hard sobs racking her body, her fists pummeling the floor until she was exhausted. It was all she could do to get to her feet and stagger downstairs.
The kitchen clock read 3:10 when she put coffee on to brew and filled the sink with warm soapy water. Her touch was reverent when she placed the gossamer gown in the soapy water. While the gown soaked to get rid of the musty smell, she drank two cups of coffee.
An hour later she rinsed the gown, rolled it in a towel to get most of the water out of it, and set up the ironing board. With the tip of the iron she ironed each tiny rosebud, then the gossamer material. When she was finished, she bent over to sniff the garment. The musty smell was gone, but the faint scent of jasmine still lingered. From the pantry’s middle shelf she plucked a wad of pale pink tissue paper to wrap up the gown. It would be ready when it was needed. The clock read 5:20.
Nealy walked on weary legs back to the second floor, where she showered and dressed. Would she be able to make it through the day? She prayed that she would.
It was four o’clock when Danny Clay, the stud groom, happened to look into the stall of Stardancer, the stallion that had thrown Maud years ago. His eyes almost popping from his head, he called out to the other grooms in the barn, who came on the run. They gaped, too, at the sight of Nealy sleeping in the straw under the big stallion’s belly. “Someone needs to go up to the main house and fetch Jess. There’s no way we can get her out of there. How in the hell did she get in there in the first place? And why would she go in there at all? That horse is not one to mess around with. Her head’s right behind his front hooves. One move and she’s a goner. We need to get her out of there, and we need to do it now.”
Stardancer whickered and stepped daintily forward. He lowered his massive head and snorted. Satisfied that the sleeping girl was all right, he moved another step forward. Clay and the others watched, fascinated, as the stallion moved sideways and then forward again until he was clear of the girl entirely. He lowered his head again and nudged her shoulder. When she didn’t move, he nudged her again, harder this time, so she would roll over. She woke as the prickly straw tickled her face. A moment later she was on her hands and knees, struggling to get up. When she fell back down, the stallion used his head again to boost her upright. She clung to his neck until she was on her feet. A sea of faces stared at her. She stared back. “Don’t you have work to do? Why are you all standing here staring at me?”
Danny Clay’s voice verged on hysteria. “Of all the damn horses on this farm to go to sleep with, you pick the one that would just as soon stomp you to death as look at you. How do you think I could explain that to Jess or Miss Maud?”
“I know all about this horse. Watch this,” Nealy said as she swung herself onto the stallion’s back. “See! This animal would no more stomp me to death than any other one. It was your mistake to ignore him all these years after Miss Maud’s fall. He’s your prize stallion, and you’re all too damn dumb to know it. Now get back to work; this isn’t a holiday! Another thing, I wasn’t sleeping. I was resting my eyes.”
She could hear them muttering as they went back to what they’d been doing earlier. She slid off the stallion’s back and proceeded to stroke his head. “You’re the one, Stardancer,” she whispered. “I know it. I feel it. You are going to make it happen for Miss Maud. Your next foal is going to be my Derby winner. I’m going to breed you with Little Lady. I’m going to train the foal myself. With your help of course. You know what I’m saying. I know you understand. Show me. Show me you understand.” She giggled and laughed outright when the stallion nudged her until she was in the corner. She stood on her toes and hugged him. “We’ll do it, too. That’s a promise.”
“What in the hell is going on here?” Jess roared. “What are you doing in there, Nealy? I told you to stay away from that stallion. He’s the one . . .”
“I know, Jess. I also know he’s the one! He is, Jess. I can feel it. I can feel it in him, too. He knows. He’s just waiting.”
“No. Not this one. Never this one. Do you hear me? Not this one!”
“Yes, this one. Even Emmie knows he’s the one. You have to accept it.”
“Never! I’ll have him shot dead.”
“No you won’t. You could no more harm an animal than I could. He’s not the reason Maud is dying. Are you going to help me, or are you going to fight me on this?”
Jess turned to leave the barn. “Do what you want. I don’t care.”
“Maud knows! I told her a week ago. She said it was okay. I saw a spark, Jess, when I told her.”
“I’ll never believe that. Maud would never give her blessing to this horse. Never in a million years.”
“She did, Jess. Emmie was with me when I asked her. She saw Maud’s response. Ask her when she gets off the school bus. Better yet, go up to the house and ask Maud yourself. I think you know I would never lie to you. While you’re up there, how about taking a shower. You smell worse than these horses.”
“Smart-ass girl!” Jess said as he stomped his way from the barn.
“Takes one to know one,” Nealy shouted. Stardancer pawed the ground. “He’s just talking to hear himself. We’ll make it happen. Just you, me, and Emmie. You wait and see. You are going to be the proud papa of a Derby winner, Stardancer!”
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From her position on the back porch, Nealy watched Jess leading a bay colt to the yearling barns. She smiled. The colt was the picture of pure excitement. His eyes were wide and his sinews prominent from his recent exertion. Nealy guessed Jess was bringing him in from one of the pastures before going upstairs to see Maud.
What would Stardancer and Little Lady’s colt be like? Was there really any doubt? He would be a champion, of course, with speed, courage, and heart. Lots of heart. She refused to entertain the idea that Little Lady might deliver a filly. It amazed her that she’d lived and worked around Stardancer for five years and hadn’t realized his potential until a few months ago. How could she have been so blind? She was almost certain it was Jess’s dislike of the horse that caused her to ignore him. If one of the grooms hadn’t mistakenly put Stardancer in the wrong stall, she might never have gotten to know him.
She wished she didn’t have to wait so long to breed him. March seemed a long time away, but if she wanted the foal to be born in January or February, she would have to be patient. From here on out, she promised herself, she would personally keep a record of Little Lady’s estrous cycle and make it a point to exercise Stardancer herself at least once a week. Now, though, it was time to start thinking of other things and to go indoors.
The kitchen was fragrant with the smell of spices and cooking. Despite her lack of an appetite, Nealy’s mouth began to water. “Why are you doing all this, Carmela? Who’s going to eat that twenty-five-pound turkey and all those pies?” She eyed the long counter, with its pared vegetables and scrubbed sweet potatoes. She noticed Maud’s fine china and silverware sitting on the opposite counter. Everything had been washed and polished. She’d noticed a huge bowl of fresh flowers in the dining room earlier. The linen tablecloth with twenty-four matching napkins that had been Maud’s grandmother’s rested on the sideboard. “Are we having company I don’t know about?”
“Now, Miss Nealy, you know we do this every year. It’s a tradition. No, we’re not having company, but the employees asked if they could come by to see Miss Maud. We have to have something to offer them. If they eat it, fine; if they don’t, that’s fine, too. It’s the way it is,” she said curtly. “I thought I would bring trays to Miss Maud’s room for all of you. The nurse has to eat, too, you know. It is Thanksgiving, Miss Nealy.”
“I know, Carmela. It’s just that there doesn’t seem to be a whole lot to be thankful for this year. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. Of course there is. It’s just that . . .”
“She’s still here! That means business as usual. This is the way we do things. You know how particular Miss Maud was when it came to the holidays. She was always partial to Thanksgiving and Christmas. After you and Emmie got here, she was downright prickly when it came to using the good stuff and fancy cooking. Like I said, it’s a Blue Diamond Farms tradition. Now, are you just going to stand there, or are you going to help me? I really don’t need any help, so the decision is yours.”
“I guess I’ll just take my feet and go upstairs if it’s all the same to you. You washed the curtains! Everything is so clean and shiny. I’ll tell Maud.”
Carmela made shooing motions with her hands to indicate Nealy should leave the kitchen. Nealy obliged. In the dining room she sat down on one of the twelve chairs surrounding the table and stared at the flowers. Yellow roses with gobs of baby’s breath and delicate green fern, Maud’s favorite flowers. She herself was partial to tulips.
Nealy reached into her shirt pocket for a cigarette, a disgusting habit she’d picked up several years ago. She didn’t smoke much, only when she was under pressure, like today. She’d spent the entire morning in Maud’s room, listening to her ragged breathing. She knuckled her eyes to ward off the tears that were threatening to overflow. Surely God wouldn’t call her today, Thanksgiving, of all days. She puffed furiously, the left hand holding the heavy coffee mug shaking uncontrollably. She set it down carefully, then crushed out her cigarette in a crystal dish on the sideboard. Her hands were still shaking. She sat on her hands the way Emmie did sometimes when she was being reprimanded. Shift mental gears, Nealy, she told herself. Think about something else. Since today is Thanksgiving, think about changing into something other than Levi’s and boots. Emmie, too. Maybe some makeup. A little perfume. Think about dressing up like a girl for a change.
Maud and Jess had been so happy. And now this. It wasn’t fair. Good people like Maud and Jess should live forever.
Maybe she should think about her burgeoning bank account. Maybe she should think about how well Emmie was doing in the special school. Or maybe she should think about her brothers and her father. In that order, her account at First Nation Bank was robust, and so was Emmie’s account. She’d literally saved all her money from the day she arrived at Blue Diamond Farms and was put on the payroll. She had $64,833 in her account while Emmie had $9,011. Maud had been overly generous with the salary she’d paid her and the bonuses at Christmas. Emmie’s was mostly gift monies and her allowance, plus the bonuses Maud insisted she get at Christmas, too. She could buy herself a car or truck if she wanted. She could take Emmie on vacation someplace, maybe Hawaii. She knew she wouldn’t do any of those things simply because there was no need to do them. Emmie would absolutely wilt if she wasn’t around the farm and the horses. She was a straight A student. Her penmanship was exquisite. Her thirst for learning was unequaled. She whizzed through her homework and never asked for help. She had one friend, a young boy who could speak but couldn’t hear. Emmie doted on Buddy. They wrote notes to each other and played together on alternating weekends. Jess approved of Buddy and his family. And, like Emmie, he lived to be around horses and the barns. If Emmie ever thought about her grandfather or her uncles, she never mentioned them. That was another life. It was probably better this way, Nealy realized.
She didn’t want to think about her father or her brothers, though she did wonder from time to time if either Pyne or Rhy had married.
Nealy focused on the dining room she was sitting in. Maybe it was time to change the wallpaper and do a little painting. Just to lighten things up a bit. The wallpaper was cracking in the corners and peeling away at the baseboards. Maybe something bright and lively, with some fresh green plants. New curtains instead of the heavy maroon draperies that matched the cushions on the twelve chairs. Maybe, if Jess gave the okay, she could take up the forest green carpeting and have the floors sanded and varnished. Then again, they rarely used the dining room. Maud always liked to eat in the kitchen, where it was warm and cozy, saying the dining room was for company or special occasions. On the other hand, maybe she should leave it alone and wait till the wallpaper fell off.
Nealy stood and turned on the lights. She did love the crystal chandelier over the table. It sparkled now; Carmela must have cleaned it recently. The pudgy housekeeper was a whirling dervish when it came to cleaning for the holidays. The house was always in an uproar, with buckets, rags, and the smell of furniture polish everywhere. Maud hated it. She preferred the smell of cinnamon, coffee beans, and orange peels that Carmela kept in the warming oven.
Nealy sighed. She would get dressed up. For Maud. She’d wear the lavender-wool dress Maud had helped her pick out last year for Christmas. She’d wear the pearls Jess gave her the year before. After all, it was Thanksgiving.
She heard the commotion the minute she stepped off the top step onto the second-floor hallway. She knew the doctor was being summoned, knew by the look on Emmie’s face. Jess was nowhere to be seen. “What?” she screamed. Emmie just stared at her, tears streaming down her cheeks.
It was Maud’s time.
“Quick, Emmie, you have to help me. Listen to me, honey. There’s something we have to do for Miss Maud. Quick now.”
Nealy raced into her room for the tissue-wrapped nightgown and the Strawberry Whip nail polish. She shoved the nurse out of the way and struggled, with Emmie’s help, to get the scratchy hospital gown away from Maud’s withered body. It seemed to Nealy that Maud was easier to handle as she slipped the nightgown over her head and smoothed it down over her wasted body. When Maud’s head rolled to the side, Nealy gasped. She bent over and placed her ear against her chest. Satisfied that she was still breathing, she spoke quietly, gently as she pushed the covers to the foot of the bed before she twisted off the cap of the nail polish. She dipped and swirled the tiny brush as the nurse clucked her disapproval. “Did anyone call the minister?” Nealy demanded.
“Mr. Wooley said he was going to do that. This is highly irregular. The woman is dying. Why are you painting her toenails?” Her voice was so cold, so emotionless, Nealy fought the urge to slap her.
“Does it matter?” Nealy said quietly as she gathered her daughter close. She looked down at Emmie, and whispered, “I want to do something. I don’t know what to do. I was going to get dressed up but . . . I thought . . .”
Jess rushed into the room, the minister behind him. The doctor was third in line as he lumbered into the room. He took his position on one side of the bed, the minister on the other. Jess pushed his way to the bed and reached for Maud’s hand. Nealy heard the strangled sound, certain it came from Maud, but in reality it came from Jess as he looked down at the bright shiny penny in his wife’s hand.
“Oh, Emmie, you gave Maud your penny! Oh God!” Nealy said. Her hands flew to her face as she tried to comprehend her daughter’s generosity, then wondered if she should mention that the original penny was locked up in Maud’s bedroom safe. She decided it really didn’t matter.
Emmie’s fingers worked furiously. To help her feel better when she gets to that strange, new place. Like when Uncle Pyne gave it to me when we came here.
Emmie’s fingers continued to move. Look, Mama, Miss Maud made a fist. That means she knows she has the penny. She’s holding it tight in her hand.
Nealy was sure it was a spasm. Through her tears, she thought she saw Maud smile. Another spasm? A grimace? And then she was still. Nealy bit down on her lip.
Emmie tugged at her mother’s shirtsleeve. Her fingers moved quickly. Aren’t they pretty, Mama?
“What’s pretty, honey?”
Emmie worked her fingers again. The angels. They’re carrying Miss Maud. They’re all smiling. They look like pictures on the Christmas cards.
Jess gasped at Emmie, his eyes wide, his mouth hanging open. “What did she say?” he asked, his voice gruff with unshed tears.
Emmie walked over to the old man and reached for his hand. She pulled him outside into the hallway. Nealy watched as her daughter slowly and carefully worked her fingers for Jess’s benefit. The three angels took Miss Maud. They all smiled, even Miss Maud. They were all gold and white. Miss Maud wiggled her toes. I could see the polish on her toes. The angels smiled when she did that. Miss Maud could move her arms and legs. She waved good-bye. Did you wave good-bye, Mr. Jess?
“Yes,” Jess croaked.
She took my penny with her. She opened her hand, and I saw it. She wanted me to see it.
Nealy felt a chill wash through her body as she watched Jess walk back into the room and over to the bed. He reached for Maud’s hand and pried it open. Nealy gaped, her jaw dropping. The penny was gone.
“I need to be alone with Maud for a bit, Nealy. Take Emmie into the kitchen. See the doctor, the minister, and the nurse to the door. I’ll take care of things here.”
“Jess . . .”
“Shhh. It’s all right. Everything is all right now.”
There was little Nealy could do but obey Jess’s instructions.
The minute the door closed behind the threesome, Nealy herded her daughter into the kitchen. Carmela was sitting at the table crying. Emmie dropped to her knees and laid her head in the housekeeper’s lap. Nealy put her arms around her and sobbed.
It was four o’clock when they watched the hearse carrying Maud’s body drive away.
The employees came then, one by one, never more than two together because Maud’s first rule had always been, never leave the horses alone. They picked at the lavish Thanksgiving spread, drank the mulled cider, then left silently.
At nine o’clock, the dining room had been cleared, the leftover food put away, the dishes washed and dried. Carmela poured fresh coffee into thick mugs. They sat quietly staring off into space.
Maud was gone.
It was a beautiful dream, one she didn’t want to end. He smelled sweet as fresh hay and was frisky and playful as she led him out to the paddock. She cupped his head in her hands and gently blew into his nostrils. “Now you will always have my scent,” Nealy said quietly. “Come along, we’re going for a walk. Oh oh, here comes big daddy. He wants to make sure I take good care of you. I think he’s just being nosy. It’s not time for you to run yet. I know you want to, but you can’t, and this certainly isn’t the place to do it. No, no, he can’t run. Stop that! Don’t let him run, Stardancer. He’s not ready. No!” It was an iron command that was ignored. “Damn!”
She couldn’t do a thing but watch as the stallion raced across the fields, the colt a furlong ahead of him. She screamed for them to come back as she fought to control her anger.
She jerked to wakefulness instantly, aware that she’d just had a horrible nightmare. She rolled over in the darkness only to find herself pulled upright at the same moment the lamp on her nightstand came to life. “Emmie, what’s wrong? Are you sick? What?”
The angels are here again. They’re going to take Mr. Jess. They said Maud needs him.
“Emmie, you just had a bad dream. Come on, I’ll take you back to bed. I’ll stay with you till you fall asleep. It’s been a bad day for all of us,” Nealy said. “I had a bad dream myself.”
No. It’s not a dream, Mama. They’re waiting for you. They said they can’t take him till you get there. Hurry, Mama, they’re waiting. We need to say good-bye to Mr. Jess. I went into his room. They came to get me, Mama. They woke me up.
Nealy sprinted down the hall to Maud’s old room. The door was open, the lamps glowing softly. Jess was sleeping quietly in his bed. She heaved a sigh of relief. “See, honey, Mr. Jess is sleeping. Shhhh, we don’t want to wake him.”
Emmie tugged at her mother’s sleeve and then pointed upward to a beautiful golden glow directly over her head. Nealy sucked in her breath as she looked at first one lamp and then the other. There was no way either lamp could create the kind of glow she was seeing. She started to shake and shiver at the same time.
See, Mama. Aren’t they pretty? Hurry, we have to say good-bye.
Nealy ran over to the bed and shook Jess’s shoulder. When there was no response she shook him harder. Her fingers went to the pulse in his neck. Thin and thready, barely there. “Wake up, Jess. Oh, God, Jess, wake up. Please wake up.”
Say good-bye, say good-bye! He can hear you, Mama. They have him, Mama. He’s laughing at me. He’s waving good-bye. Look, Mama, he blew us each a kiss. Look, there’s Miss Maud; her hand is stretching out to touch his. Good-bye, Mr. Jess.
“Good-bye, Jess,” Nealy wailed as she crumpled to the floor. “Emmie, go downstairs and fetch Carmela.”
From somewhere off in the distance Nealy swore she could hear the words, “Good-bye dear Nealy, good-bye.”
It was a small, private funeral, with just close friends and family. Maud and Jess were laid to rest alongside Maud’s parents in the family cemetery, which was opposite the stallion cemetery. Four of Blue Diamond Farms’ prize stallions rested there.
Nealy had been here with Maud and Jess to bury Wind Drinker, one of the farm’s champion stallions, who had died at the grand old age of thirty. Maud said it was the most peaceful place on the farm. Her father and his father before him had planted oak trees that were as big and round at the base as the bourbon vats Kentucky was known for. Moss dangled from the branches, creating a shady haven for visitors. Iron benches fit snugly around the trees, affording those resting there a clear view of the wildflowers that bloomed in the spring and summer. Now, though, it was barren and dismal.
It would be up to Nealy to order the simple crosses to go over the graves. She would have to ask the stonemason to make sure they were the same as those of Maud’s mother and father. Suddenly she wanted to run and hide from the world. She couldn’t do that. She had responsibilities, and she had promises to keep. Tears rolled down her cheeks. She made no effort to stop them.
Emmie reached for her hand and used her left hand to point upward. Nealy raised her tear-filled eyes. The November sunshine was so bright she had to shield her eyes to peer through the trees. At the top of the tree line she thought she saw a wide band of gold that stretched from one end of the cemetery to the other. She looked down at her daughter.
It’s the angels, Mama. A lot of them. There’s one for you and one for me. They’re our guardian angels. Can you see them, Mama?
“I wish I could, honey, but I can’t. I can see the light, but that’s all. Can you see Maud or Jess?” she whispered.
No, just the angels. They only came to tell us everything is all right and not to be sad.
“They told you that, Emmie?”
No, I can read their thoughts, and they can read mine. You believe me, don’t you, Mama?
Did she? Was it wishful thinking on Emmie’s part, or was it her way of coping with the loss of two people she loved so dearly? Yet, she’d seen the strange light twice. “Yes, honey, I believe you.”
When Nealy walked away from the cemetery, her eyes were dry. In her heart she knew Maud was in a better place, free of pain and misery, and Jess was with her. She had to accept it and move on from there. She thought about Carmela and some of the employees’ wives back at the house, setting out food. She thought it barbaric that food and bourbon would be served after a funeral, but what did she know? She would suffer through it, and somehow she would manage. Right now, though, she needed to do something. “Emmie, go up to the house and see if you can help Carmela. I’ll be up shortly.” The little girl nodded and scampered off in the direction of the house.
Nealy headed for one of the old barns. She stood looking at it for a long time before she made her way to the side door and opened it. Inside it was dry and moldy-smelling. Cobwebs and all manner of rodent life lived inside, she was sure of it. There was no electricity, but she could see the outline of her father’s truck. Whatever had been wrong with it that day so long ago was still wrong. The tires were flat now, and it was more rusty than ever. It wasn’t the truck itself she was interested in but the bucket in the back of it. She picked her way carefully through the gloom and peered inside. The dirt was still in the bucket. SunStar dirt.
So many times she’d wanted to ask Emmie if she remembered that long-ago day when they left SunStar, but she never had. She was always afraid to bring it up for fear Emmie might not have remembered, and then her words would trigger that hateful day. Yet she remembered Pyne giving her the penny. How strange. She remembered that clearly, and that was all that was necessary. She ran her hands through the dirt and felt surprised when she didn’t feel any emotion at all. It was dirt. Pure and simple. She dusted off her hands and left the old barn. She didn’t look back.
His name was Will Jenkins and he was Maud and Jess’s attorney. She’d met him only once, years ago. His brother Lawrence Jenkins had handled the legal adoption. She hadn’t known him well either.
“Would you care for some coffee, Mr. Jenkins?” Nealy said, ushering the old attorney into the library.
“I don’t much care for coffee, but if you were to offer me some bourbon I would be amenable to that.”
“Make yourself comfortable. I’ll fetch it. I don’t know much about Maud’s personal business, so I’m afraid I won’t be of much help. However, I know the business records inside and outside. I can bring those books to you if you want them.”
“That won’t be necessary. The bourbon is all I need. Don’t actually need it. Want is more like it. Don’t bother with the ice.” He was gruff and as taciturn as Jess. Cut from the same cloth, Maud would have said.
Nealy set the squat glass in front of the attorney and watched as he took a healthy swallow before setting it back on Maud’s desk.
“Do you know why I’m here, Nealy?”
“Not really. I suppose it has something to do with the farm and Maud’s and Jess’s deaths. The doctor said he would bring the death certificates by later on in the week. I can bring them in to your office if you need them.”
“I’m here to read you Maud and Jess’s will. Are you familiar with it?”
“No, sir, I’m not. I didn’t even know they had wills.”
“They did. Since Maud died first, she left everything to her husband. Jess in turn left everything to you and Emmie. That’s the bulk of it. You and your daughter are the legal heirs. There are bequests to Carmela and some of the employees. There are several foundations and trusts, but we can go into that another day. Everything here now belongs to you. This house, all the horses, everything. Everything is substantial.” Nealy stared at him blankly.
“Substantial,” the attorney repeated. Nealy continued to stare at him.
“What that means is you are a very wealthy woman. And so is your daughter. You really stepped into it, young lady, when they adopted you.”
Nealy bristled. “I don’t think I like what you’re implying, Mr. Jenkins. I didn’t ask to be adopted. Maud wanted to do it, and so did Jess. It didn’t matter to me. I would have loved them both no matter what. Maybe you had better clarify just exactly what substantial means.” She thought back to the conversation she’d had with Jess right after Maud had her stroke. Everything was to come to her and Emmie was what he’d said.
“Try this one on for size, young lady. How does forty-seven million sound?”
Nealy grew light-headed. “Dollars?”
“Dollars,” the attorney said smugly. “There’s almost that amount again in the trusts and foundations. And that’s after estate taxes are paid. You are one very lucky lady. I need you to sign some papers.”
“Not today, Mr. Jenkins. Leave them. I’ll look them over and sign them when I’m ready to sign them. I’m in no hurry.”
“Probate . . .”
“I don’t know what that is. Right now I don’t care what it is. I don’t want to be bothered with this right now. Everything is going to stay the same even if I do sign those papers, so there is no rush. I want to make sure I understand everything.”
“Wages, salaries . . .”
“I have a power of attorney where the business is concerned. There’s enough money in the account to pay wages for five years. I’ll see you out. I’ll call you or drop off the papers when I get a chance.”
“This is highly irregular,” the old man squawked, his glasses jiggling on his pointy nose.
“Irregular or not, that’s the way it is.”
“Don’t you want the money?”
“Not really. All I ever wanted was for Maud and Jess to love me, and they did. Anything else is a bonus. No, I really don’t care about it. Good-bye Mr. Jenkins,” Nealy said, holding the door open. She slammed it shut the minute the attorney was out on the big front porch.
Nealy leaned against the door. “It’s true, Maud,” she whispered. “All I wanted was for you and Jess to love me and Emmie. You didn’t have to do all this. You really didn’t.”
She couldn’t begin to imagine what the future held in store for her and her daughter.
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Nealy jammed her hands into the pockets of her shearling jacket as she trudged across the frozen ground. She removed her right hand a second later to swipe at the tears rolling down her cheeks. Today was the one-year anniversary of Maud’s and Jess’s deaths. On top of that there was a full moon, and the horses were restless. And if that wasn’t bad enough, a freak, freezing cold front had rolled across the entire state of Kentucky and was supposed to last another five days. Emmie was acting strange of late, and nothing in her own life seemed to be going right, either.
Things simply weren’t working out. The first months after Maud’s and Jess’s deaths had been spent in shock. She’d not changed her routine, had done everything by rote, and then, when reality set in, had toughened up and tightened the reins on the employees. They resented her. She’d heard all the rumors, thanks to Wylie Carney and his father, Jack. Jack referred to her as the twit who stepped into the golden pile of horse shit. Wylie was insolent and hateful. He showed up for work when and if he felt like it. He was now on his third warning. One more false move, and she would have to exercise her authority and show him the road. But if she did that, Jack Carney would come down hard on her. He’d rally the other employees, and then she would have a revolt on her hands. Jess had had such faith in the man—faith she had yet to see justified. All she knew was that he was overpaid and underworked and condoned his son’s bad behavior. It would all come to a head first thing in the morning. That meant there would be no sleep for her tonight.
Thanksgiving be damned. She thought about the dinner Carmela was preparing for Emmie and herself. She’d be lucky if she could force down a dinner roll. If only there was someone she could talk to, someone she could confide in, someone who would have the answers to all her questions; but there was no one. She was on her own.
She’d wanted to continue to be one of them, but it hadn’t worked. It didn’t matter that in her heart and mind she felt she knew more than they did. It didn’t matter that she worked just as hard, maybe harder than any of the others. She was the stranger who had wandered in and not only stayed but ended up owning one of the most lucrative, most prestigious horse farms in the state of Kentucky.
There wasn’t one man whom she could call friend or ally except maybe Danny Clay, and if Jack Carney rallied the men and there was a walkout, where would he stand? She had to admit she didn’t know.
She saw her daughter running toward her, heard the horn on the minibus that belonged to the church signaling a pupil had been discharged from Bible class. She knew something was wrong by the way Emmie was running. There were tears on her daughter’s cheeks. Emmie never cried.
“Whoa. Easy, Emmie. What’s wrong?”
They came to get Buddy at church, she signed. His parents got killed. A big truck hit their horse van. It killed Blue Boy, too. You have to get Buddy and bring him here. Can you do that, Mama? It’s Thanksgiving.
Nealy cringed. “Let’s go into the house where it’s warm so we can talk. I’ll call the house. Of course we can bring him here. Who told you this, Emmie?”
Mrs. Adler. She was crying. The police called her. Hurry and call, Mama.
Nealy shrugged out of her jacket and hung it on the rack by the back door next to Maud’s plaid lumberjack coat and Jess’s denim jacket. She hadn’t been able to bring herself to discard either garment. She probably never would.
Nealy dialed the number for the Owens farm and waited until the housekeeper picked up. She explained who she was and offered to pick Buddy up so he could be with Emmie. When she hung up the phone she said, “Mrs. Carpenter said it’s okay to bring Buddy here. His uncle is on his way, but he lives in Ohio, so he probably won’t get here till tomorrow. That’s all I know, Emmie.”
Will he go away, Mama? Will they take Buddy away? Don’t let them do that, Mama. Buddy’s my friend. They won’t want him because he can’t hear. You want him, don’t you, Mama? Why does everybody go away? Please, Mama.
“Honey, Buddy’s family will make the decisions. I don’t have any authority to . . . to . . . I can ask, but that’s all I can do. Put your jacket back on and we’ll drive over to the Owens farm and get him. Carmela, we’re going to have another guest for dinner. Will you get one of the rooms ready for Buddy?” The housekeeper nodded.
Nealy stood outside the kitchen door, her heart thumping in her chest. Bitter cold air swirled about her. She was glad she’d put on long johns under her jeans. Her breathing was ragged, great puffs of air escaping her lips as she ran to the barns. Inside she stomped her feet, grateful for the warmth. She inhaled deeply before she felt her shoulders relax. Her watch told her it was exactly five o’clock, the time of day when the farm came alive. She thought about the children sleeping in the house. She thought about the tearful dinner the night before, and how Buddy had clung to Emmie for comfort. She squared her shoulders as she walked the length of the stallion barn. She nodded to Danny Clay and the other grooms before she checked on Stardancer. She pulled a wrinkled apple out of her pocket and held it out. “It won’t be long now, Dancer. Come January you are going to be a proud daddy. Things are looking good. Dr. Franklin doesn’t anticipate any problems.” The stallion nuzzled Nealy’s neck and daintily pawed the ground. “This is not going to be a good morning. I’ll be back a little later and work you myself.” The stallion snorted, picking up on her anxiety. “Behave yourself now till I get back,” Nealy whispered.
“It’s five-fifteen, Danny! Get me Wylie’s time sheet. Don’t even think about giving me an argument.” The minute the big man slapped the time sheet into her hand, Nealy said, “I’m going up to the house, but I’ll be right back. Pack up his gear and whatever else belongs to him. Tell Adam I want him to escort Wylie off the property when and if he shows up.”
“Nealy, do you know what you’re doing? Jack isn’t . . .”
Nealy’s eyes narrowed. “Ask me if I care, Danny? Be careful, or I’ll be asking for your time sheet as well. That goes for the rest of you. Now get a move on. These horses need your assistance.”
Nealy stomped her way to the house, her eyes watering with the cold. Inside she poured herself a cup of coffee and carried it to the office. Still wearing her jacket, she pulled out the payroll checkbook, computed Wylie’s hours, and wrote out his check, along with a second check for two weeks’ severance pay. She stuffed them in an envelope, folded it, and jammed it into her hip pocket. She was about to close the checkbook when she thought about Jack Carney. Jack would push her to the wall if she allowed it. Well, that wasn’t going to happen. She sat down, pulled out the adding machine, and worked the numbers. Satisfied that she wouldn’t be shortchanging the manager, she wrote out two more checks. Just in case. The second envelope went into her jacket pocket. It was a quarter to six when Nealy entered the barn a second time. She stomped her way past the whispering men, aware of their eyes on her back. She didn’t stop until she was next to Stardancer’s stall. She unlatched the gate but leaned against it. She had one ally. Dancer didn’t like Wylie.
She waited, a smile on her face as Dancer nuzzled her neck.
Wylie Carney entered the barn at twenty minutes to seven, one hour and forty minutes late. A cigarette dangled from the corner of his mouth. Nealy watched as Danny Clay whipped it from his mouth and stomped on it. Smoking in the barns was reason enough for instant dismissal.
“Adam, give this to Mr. Carney and escort him to the road,” Nealy said, handing over the envelope containing Wylie’s checks. “Make sure you lower the bar so he can’t come back on Blue Diamond property. If you make me say it twice, you might as well join Mr. Carney. What’s it going to be?”
“Do what the lady says. Don’t make me drag you out of here, Wylie,” the big man said, his face beet red.
“I think we should call my father in here,” Wylie sneered. “Fetch him, Adam!”
Her arm on the stallion’s gated door, Nealy took a half step forward. “There’s no need to call your father, Wylie. Adam does what I tell him to do, not what you tell him to do. It’s your choice to go quietly or not so quietly. Either way, your employment here has come to an end. You’ve got a week’s wages and two weeks’ severance pay.”
The sneer this time wasn’t so pronounced. “I think my father will have something to say about that.”
“Maybe, maybe not. It’s the way it is. Adam, show him the road.”
“What’s going on here?” a deep voice boomed.
“This . . . lady just fired me, Pa. She’s running me off. She can’t do that, can she, Pa?”
“Not if she wants me to keep working here.”
Nealy whipped out the second envelope from her jacket pocket and handed it over. “No problem, Jack. Here’s your check and your severance package. I was generous with you because Jess would have wanted me to. Clear out your gear and your belongings. You have one hour. Adam, see that it happens. Not one second longer.”
The farm manager stomped his foot like an angry child as he cursed everyone in the barn. “It’s no more than I expected from a woman. Old Jess must be spinning in his grave.”
“I doubt that. He was the one who told me it might come to this. Don’t go thinking you’re not expendable, because you are.”
“Pa, are you going to let this . . . this female do this?”
“It ain’t over till it’s over, son.”
“You’re using up your time. I’d hate to have you arrested for trespassing, Jack.”
The moment the barn door closed and the other grooms went back to work, muttering among themselves, Danny Clay walked over to where Nealy was standing. “Christ Almighty, Nealy, do you know what you just up and done? Now what’s going to happen?”
“I just up and fired two pieces of deadwood. Look me in the eye, Danny, and tell me father and son pulled their weight. I have eyes, I’ve seen how you and the others covered for them, taking up the slack. All Maud or Jess expected from their employees was a day’s work for a day’s wages. They were good to all of you. Damn good, and you know it. The minute I took over this farm all I’ve had are problems, and you damn well know it. I get by on three hours of sleep because I walk these barns at night because I can’t trust my employees. Jess wasn’t thinking clearly that last year. If he had been, he would have seen what Jack was all about. If you have anything else to say, now is the time to say it. Until I can replace Jack and Wylie, things are going to be a little tense. You all might have to work more hours, but you will be compensated. I’ve been fair with you, and I expect you to be fair with me. The road goes both ways out of this farm.”
“This isn’t going to be the end of it, Nealy.”
“This is the end of it, Danny. You probably don’t know this, but Ann and Richard Owens were killed in a car accident yesterday. There’s a brother coming from Ohio to see to things. The housekeeper seems to think he’s going to sell off the Owens farm. Their people will be looking for jobs. So, you see, this is the end of it. Is there anything you want to add?”
“No, ma’am,” Danny said smartly as he offered up a sloppy salute.
Heart pounding, Nealy stared him down until he turned away. The stallion behind her whickered as she locked the gate. “I’ll be back,” she whispered.
She knew their eyes were boring into her back as she walked from the barn, her head high, her back ramrod stiff. “It had to be, Jess. There was no other way,” she muttered.
Nealy looked at her watch at the same moment she closed the door to the office: 1:30. She ached from head to toe. One of these days, she thought, I’m going to have to get more than three or four hours’ sleep a night. Even with a hot, fragrant bath she knew she wasn’t going to be able to sleep. Warm milk with a shot of bourbon wouldn’t work either. Maybe if she skipped the hot bath and took a brisk walk outside, even if it was just around the house, she might sleep better. On the other hand, maybe it wasn’t exactly a prudent thing to do. While things had been quiet since she’d fired the Carneys, she knew in her gut that Danny Clay was right; she hadn’t heard the last of Jack and Wylie. So far there had been no revolt, but morale wasn’t high. She was seeing surliness and open defiance, two traits she refused to tolerate. All she had to do was weed out the instigators, and maybe things would get back to normal.
Outside, Nealy buttoned her jacket and waited till her eyes adjusted to the darkness before she lit a cigarette. She decided she was too tired to walk around the house. Instead she walked over to the split-rail fence and perched on the top rail to stare ahead of her into the darkness. She thought about the boy sleeping soundly upstairs and wondered what was going to happen to him. Things had moved quickly at the Owens farm where Peter Owens, Buddy’s uncle, arrived to see to things. Ann and Richard had been buried, the horses sold off, the farm put up for sale. Emmie had been right when she said Peter Owens wouldn’t want Buddy. He’d actually sighed with relief when she’d told him Buddy could stay as long as he wanted. He’d agreed that the special school the youngster attended was the best, and it would be a shame to uproot him. When she’d told him child support wasn’t necessary, Peter had agreed to sign on the dotted line, giving her temporary custody of the boy. The word temporary had not been defined. Nealy hoped it meant till he came of age. Perhaps then she could legally adopt him the way Maud and Jess had adopted her and Emmie. The monies from the sale of the horses and farm would go into a trust fund for Buddy when he turned twenty-one. Peter Owens had left then, as quickly as he arrived, leaving behind a skeleton crew to see to things, men who had signed on with Nealy when the Owens farm was sold.
The boy was adapting nicely, and the two children were inseparable. For that, Nealy was grateful. Yes, he grieved, and yes, he cried, but at the end of the day he had Nealy to hug him, tuck him in, and kiss him good night, and it was Emmie he had breakfast with and Emmie he rode with on the school bus, and together they helped in the barns and did their chores cheerfully. Time would heal his wounds the way they’d healed hers and Emmie’s. For now she had a son, and she was growing to love the ginger-haired, freckle-faced boy almost as much as she loved Emmie.
She should be thinking about Christmas and maybe decorating the house. A party of sorts for the employees if she could find the time. Presents to be bought. A tree to set up and decorate. Last year, she and Emmie had agreed not to bother with Christmas. They’d gone to church, though, said their prayers, visited the stallion cemetery, eaten dinner, then slept the rest of the day away. This year she had to be concerned with Buddy and what he would expect. Just the thought of what the holidays entailed made her shoulders slump.
Back in Virginia, Christmas had been little more than another day. Work still had to be done, the horses seen to. There was always one gift, usually an article of clothing, for each of her brothers and herself. Now that she understood the financial workings of Blue Diamond Farms, she had to wonder what her father did with all his money.
Nealy hopped off the fence and found herself suddenly caught in a pair of bright headlights as a car stopped within inches of her body. Her heart started to pound as she tried to see past the blinding light. She moved quickly to the side of the road at the same moment the occupant stormed out of his car, his arms flailing, his voice angry and blustery. “You trying to get yourself killed! I could have killed you, you know! Who in their right mind is bouncing off a fence at two o’clock in the morning? Are you some kind of weirdo? Never mind, of course you are; otherwise, you wouldn’t be out here in the middle of the night. You almost gave me a heart attack. Well, aren’t you going to say something? Stupid female. Why do I get them all?” the man said, throwing his hands in the air.
“And you are . . . ? You’re trespassing. I’m not a weirdo, but I can see how you might think I am one. My mind was someplace else. I didn’t see your lights, and I didn’t hear the sound of your car. I apologize for that. I’m glad you didn’t have a heart attack, but you almost gave me one, so that makes us even. I’m also glad you have good brakes. I repeat, you are trespassing.”
“Hunter Clay. Danny Clay is my father. He works here. I’m on Christmas break.” He removed his baseball cap to run his fingers through a shock of dark curly hair. “I’ve been driving for two days. This car is worth about two hundred bucks. I have eighty dollars in the bank and a fortune tied up in law books thanks to my dad and Maud. I have one more quarter to go and then the bar. I grew up here. I was sorry to hear about Maud and Jess. They were like grandparents to me. Never saw you before, so I jumped to conclusions. Guess you’re the new owner. Why don’t we start over. I’m Hunter Clay. My friends call me Hunt.”
“I’m Nealy Diamond,” Nealy said, extending her hand. “I didn’t know Danny had a son.”
“Dad’s like Jess. Never says two words if one will do. I lived with my mother in Syracuse until she died when I was ten. I came here then. Mom didn’t like horses and refused to live here. They never got divorced. Dad came to see us twice a year. Listen, do you think we could continue this discussion tomorrow? Today really. I’m dead on my feet and need some sleep.”
Nealy stared at him as he moved closer to the car door and stood outlined in the light from the headlights. For one wild, crazy moment she thought she was looking at Emmie’s father. She blinked, and the vision vanished. Solid was her first thought. Spectacular, muscular body. Dark chocolate eyes and a cleft in his chin. He smiled then. There the likeness to Emmie’s father disappeared.
“Did I pass?”
“Yes. How long are you going to be here?”
“Six or seven weeks. Is that going to be a problem?”
“How would you like to work for me while you’re here?” She rattled off an obscene amount of money and wondered where the numbers came from and why she was being so generous with someone who had almost run her over. It was his turn to blink.
“You got yourself a new groom, lady.”
“Good. Be in the stallion barn at five. I’ll see you then.”
“That’s in . . . three hours.”
Nealy turned. “You lawyers are soooo smart. You can count, too. Better get cracking. Five o’clock rolls around real quick. Don’t even think about being late. I just fired the last guy who showed up late. And his father.”
“That must have been Wylie and Jack! Okay, you just impressed me. That had to take some guts!”
“You could say that.” Nealy grinned as she walked away.
Hunter Clay watched as Nealy sashayed her way over to the house and up the steps into the house. “Uh-huh,” he mumbled as he settled the baseball cap more firmly on his head. “Five o’clock it is,” he said as he climbed back into the rickety car.
Nealy walked into the kitchen to hang up her jacket. Hunter Clay. She opened the refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of soda pop. Hunter Clay. She shivered when she remembered how much he looked like Dillon Roland. Dillon Roland, who had threatened to kill her if she ever accused him of being the father of her child. He’d said other things, too. Ugly, hurtful, threatening things. In the end, when her father threatened to beat her within an inch of her life, she’d said she’d fallen asleep in the barn and some vagrant had wandered in and attacked her.
Dillon Roland, whose father was very wealthy, was married now to the daughter of one of the town’s most influential citizens. He also fancied himself a country squire and owned two magnificent horses he had bought at Keeneland two years ago. He’d been quoted as saying when the time was right he’d run the Derby. All good things come to those who wait, Nealy thought as she climbed the steps to the second floor.
Hunter Clay.
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Nealy sat in the truck at the end of the driveway, the engine idling as she waited for the school bus to discharge Emmie and Buddy. She craned her neck to look upward. It was going to snow. She could feel it in her bones.
At breakfast that morning she’d announced that it was only one week until Christmas and time to get a Christmas tree. Emmie had been enthusiastic, but Buddy showed little emotion. She crossed her fingers and hoped the boy would get into the swing of things and join whatever festivities she could conjure up.
Today, a weekday, she’d taken the entire day off and gone into Lexington to shop for gifts, wrapping paper, and Christmas decorations. She still couldn’t believe that she’d actually played hooky. Usually when she had shopping to do, she waited until Sunday, but this time she’d made an exception. It was a first. And it felt good. So good, in fact, she was looking forward to doing it again.
Tonight, after tallying up the receipts, she wondered if she would still feel good. She’d purchased two bicycles, a blue one for Buddy and a lavender one for Emmie, fishing poles, Rollerblades, a motorized scooter with a sidecar for Buddy and a sleek custom-designed motorcar that resembled a golf cart for Emmie. They would be delivered tomorrow while the kids were in school.
With the last of her purchases in hand, she’d headed for the truck only to stop short in front of a store window to stare at a dress. In her life she’d never seen anything so glamorous, so rich-looking, so elegant, and so trashy all at the same time. Maud would have loved it. She had marched into the store and asked for a size 2, praying they would have it. They did.
She had been on her way to the dressing room when she checked her watch and realized it was later than she realized. “Can I return this if it doesn’t fit?” she asked the salesclerk.
“Of course. Just save your receipt.”
She had the clerk take it up to the register and whipped out her checkbook. Where was she going to wear such a dress? she wondered. She never went anyplace. And even if something did come up, would she have the guts to wear it? It was so . . . so . . . sexy and slutty-looking.
While the salesclerk slid the dress between layers of tissue paper, she pointed out a pair of silver shoes with three-inch heels and two straps across the instep that she thought would complement the dress. Nealy agreed and said she’d take a pair. She grinned all the way home.
What fun she’d had. While Carmela was preparing an early supper, she could write out the Christmas bonus checks just the way Maud had done for years and years. Then, when dinner was over, they could go hunting for the Christmas tree. It was more or less a tradition Maud had started the first year she and Emmie had come to Blue Diamond Farms. A tradition Nealy hoped to continue forever.
Christmas was a time for giving, and Maud and Jess had been generous with all their employees. Nealy had no intention of discontinuing the tradition in spite of recent difficulties. Each of the employees would receive the same bonus they’d received last year. Carmela would get a round-trip plane ticket to Seattle to visit her elderly sister along with her usual bonus. “This Christmas thing isn’t so hard,” Nealy mumbled.
She climbed out of the truck the moment the school bus pulled to a stop. She held out both her arms to the children and hugged them. “There’s nothing like the last day of school before Christmas vacation,” she said, signing at the same time for Buddy’s benefit. “And guess what! This evening after supper we’re going to have us a big adventure. We’re going to cut down our very own Christmas tree!” She hated the pinched look that came over Buddy’s face. “Listen, honey, your mom and dad wouldn’t want you to be sad. They would want you to remember them with love and joy.”
But I miss them, he said, his fingers slow to form the words.
“I know you do. Emmie and I miss Maud and Jess, too. But we’re happy for them because they’re in heaven with the angels.”
Are my mom and dad with the angels, too? he asked, his face brightening with hope.
“You bet they are, Buddy.”
How do you know there are angels?
It was Emmie who replied. Because I’ve seen them, she said, then smiled up at her mother.
Nealy smiled back. “Come on, last one in the truck is a rotten egg!”
The youngsters climbed into the back of the pickup, their arms waving in excitement. The resiliency of youth, Nealy marveled.
After supper and with only an hour left until sundown, Nealy loaded up the children, a tarp, and saw, and drove to the pine grove on the north end of the farm. It took them all of fifteen minutes to find the perfect tree, another fifteen minutes to cut it down, and a few more minutes to drag it back to the truck. All in all it had been much easier than Nealy had anticipated.
I think, Nealy said, her fingers moving rapidly, the challenge is going to be getting this monster into the house and into a tree stand. Emmie, fetch Carmela. We’re going to need all the help we can get. Buddy, get the tree stand out of the back of the truck. I’m thinking we should put the tree in the stand out here and then drag it by the stand into the house.
“It’s too big to go through the door, Nealy,” Carmela gasped.
“Nonsense. We just have to . . . shove it. You and I will pull from the kitchen and Emmie and Buddy will shove from this side. Maybe we need to take the door off,” Nealy muttered twenty minutes later.
“What we need is some men to do this,” Carmela grumbled.
“No, we do not need men to do this. We are going to do it ourselves. I will get this tree in the living room if it kills me. I’ll just saw off some branches from the bottom. No one looks at the bottom anyway.”
“Why did you choose such a big tree, Nealy?”
“It didn’t look that big in the field. Actually, it looked kind of puny. Okay, okay, I’m sawing. There, I took off four branches. Now push!”
“It still won’t go through the door,” Carmela gasped.
“So I’ll cut some more branches. There, four more off the sides. Now dammit, push and pull.”
“I quit!” Carmela stormed. “I have to get back to the kitchen. My advice is shove this tree back outside and go to Masons and buy an artificial tree that comes in a box.”
“I will do no such thing. Carmela, you can’t quit. You’re an institution at Blue Diamond Farms. This is a mission now. I am going to get this tree into the living room. I mean it.”
They watched, their jaws dropping as Nealy hacked and sawed, sweat dripping down her cheeks. “There! Now, shove!”
A moment later, Nealy and Carmela tumbled backward, pine needles and bits of branches flying everywhere. Emmie and Buddy grinned down at her from their perches inside the tree.
“Didn’t I tell you this was going to be an adventure? See, we got it into the house. We didn’t need a man to do it either.” No offense, Buddy, she signed. “What we’re going to do now is roll it into the living room, at which point the four of us will somehow manage to stand it upright. We can do this. I know we can,” Nealy said.
“There are pine needles in the vegetable soup,” Carmela shouted from the kitchen.
“You should have put a lid on the pot. Pick them out. Flavor is flavor,” Nealy said as she struggled to roll the tree into the living room. “We need you now, Carmela!”
“It’s too tall,” Carmela said, disgust rising in her voice.
“I can see that, Carmela. I’ll just cut the top off.” Buddy, fetch the ladder from the pantry. “It’s a simple matter. I’ll just saw off that big part up there at the top.”
“That leaves you with a bush,” Carmela snapped. “There’s going to be sap in the soup. I don’t like sap in my soup.”
Nealy gritted her teeth. “Yes, you do. We all love sap in our soup. Not another damn word, Carmela, until this tree is up and decorated. This is not a bush,” Nealy said grimly. “Hold the ladder while I saw.” The moment the top of the tree thumped to the floor, Nealy hopped off the ladder.
“Nice bush. I don’t think I ever saw a Christmas bush before. Most people have Christmas trees in their houses at Christmas. Do you decorate a bush the same way you decorate a tree? I find this very interesting,” Hunt Clay said, amusement ringing in his voice.
“Shut up! How did you get in here? Do you want something?”
“The kitchen door was open. I really had a hard time making my way in here. Your kitchen looks like a bomb hit it. My father wants you to come down to the stallion barn. He said Stardancer is acting strangely. Do you need some help here?”
“You can pick the needles out of the soup or you can start cleaning up the kitchen. Which do you prefer?” Carmela snapped.
Nealy looked at her hands, which were sticky with sap. “Of course he’s acting strangely. I didn’t take him to visit his partner. I’ll do it as soon as I clean up.”
“It’s a fat pine bush.”
“It’s a tree! See, there’s the top. I had to saw it off. Don’t use that word around me ever again.” You kids put the lights on, just connect the strands and be careful on the ladder. I won’t be long, Nealy signed, stomping her way to the kitchen, Hunt Clay on her heels.
Nealy surveyed the kitchen. Clay was right, it did look like a bomb had hit the entire room.
“Why didn’t you just get a smaller tree?” Hunt asked as he stepped over a pile of branches.
“Because I cut this one down. I cut it down. That’s I as in me. I do not like to cut down trees. It takes years and years for trees to grow. So, why would I do that? I accomplished my mission. I now have a Christmas tree in my living room. This is the end of this conversation. If you clean up the mess, you can stay for supper.”
“I don’t much care for pine needles in my soup. Thanks anyway. This is your project, you created it; therefore, you should clean it up. That’s the way it works.”
“Smart-ass,” Nealy seethed as she rubbed soap on her hands at the kitchen sink.
“Takes one to know one,” Hunt chuckled as he made his way over the debris to the door. “Do you want me to close the door? Oops, it can’t close. I think you knocked it off its hinges. Yep, that’s what you did all right. The door is cracked. All the way to the base. You might have to get a new door. Yeah, yeah, you’re going to need a new door.”
“Will you just shut the hell up. Go on, do whatever it is you were doing before you got here. I’ve had all the advice I can handle for one day.”
“Testy aren’t we? I’m going. Good luck with the door.”
Nealy reached for her jacket, stuffing her arms into the sleeves as she walked through the door.
“Cranky, too,” Hunt said, his breath fogging the air as he walked ahead of her.
“No, I’m not, but if you keep it up, I’m going to get real pissy.”
They made their way to the stallion barn, side by side in complete silence. The breezeway between stalls was well lit. Nealy looked into each stall as she passed and received soft whickers of greeting. She knew each and every horse by name as well as pedigree.
Danny Clay came out of the tack room carrying a bucket of white oats, his special “feel better” blend. “I can’t find anything wrong with him, but he looks kinda down . . . sad . . . if you know what I mean. So, I fixed him some oats, thinking that would cheer him up.”
“Dancer doesn’t need oats,” she told him, unlatching the stall door. “He just needs me to visit him. I did something today I’ve never done before. I took the whole day off. I should have come out to see him as soon as I got home, but I had stuff to put away before the kids got out of school.” She went into the stall and closed the door behind her. “Hey, big boy. I hear you’re feeling kind of sorry for yourself.” Stardancer nickered. “Well, I’m here now, so everything is all right.” Nealy stood in front of him, rested his chin atop her left shoulder, and placed her hands on either side of his head, then rubbed his face. He immediately closed his eyes. “There now, feel better? Sure you do.” Even when she moved her hands up to his ears, his eyes remained closed.
Danny and Hunt waited patiently outside the stall, talking softly.
“I dunno what she’s got, but I sure wish I had it,” Danny said, glancing over his shoulder to make sure he wasn’t disturbing her.
“What do you mean?” Hunt asked.
“With anyone else that stallion is bad news, spelled t-r-o-u-b-l-e. But with her . . . Well, look at him. She’s got a special way with him . . . with all animals. It’s almost like she can read their minds, know what they’re thinking. On top of that, she can make them do damn near anything she wants them to.”
“Interesting,” Hunt said.
“Interesting? What kind of comment is that?” his father demanded.
“I don’t know. It’s just that she’s not what I thought, you know?”
“No, I don’t know,” his father said. “What did you think she was?”
“Well, from all the talk, I thought . . .”
Danny nodded and guffawed. “You’ve been listening to Jack Carney’s cronies. They’re wrong, son. That girl in there is good people in spite of what you’ve heard.”
Nealy came out of Stardancer’s stall smiling. “He’s better now,” she said.
“You’ve spoiled him,” Danny said.
“Maybe, but he deserves to be spoiled a little after all the years everybody ignored him. Thanks for sending Hunt for me. Good night, Danny. See you tomorrow.”
“Night, Nealy.”
Hunt followed Nealy through the breezeway into the open. “Hey, wait up,” he called. “I want to talk to you.”
“About what?” she asked over her shoulder.
She could hear him hesitate a moment. “About Stardancer. I’m curious about something my dad said.”
She turned around and waited for him to fall in step beside her. “I’d invite you to have some dessert with us if you promise not to say anything about the Christmas tree.” She gave him a challenging look.
He nodded. “Okay, I promise.”
It felt good coming into the warm kitchen from outside. As soon as Nealy hung her coat on the hook, she peeked into the living room to see how Carmela and the kids were doing. A gurgle of laughter erupted from her throat when she saw the Christmas tree. Buddy was on the ladder with the tree topper, trying to tie it around the stump with a piece of Christmas ribbon. “It is a bush,” she whispered to herself as she opened the door and went into the living room. “It’s beautiful!” she said, her smile wide. Then she cocked her head to give it a better look. “Well, maybe beautiful isn’t the right word. Let’s say it’s different. Very different. But I like it. I really like it! It’s kind of like us. Not perfect, a little rough around the edges, but sturdy. Really sturdy.”
“That’s a profound statement if I ever heard one,” Hunt said.
Nealy turned to look at him and saw that he wasn’t making fun of her. His expression was serious.
“Milky Way bars for dessert,” she announced, feeling suddenly uncomfortable and needing to escape. “The frozen kind.” Nealy walked over to the children, hugged them, then signed, You both did real good. See, this is something we’ll remember for a very long time. Wash up and go to the kitchen.
“I’ll go get things ready,” Carmela said, heading toward the kitchen.
Hunt touched her arm. “My dad says you’ve got a special way with horses, actually with all animals.”
“I just pay attention to them, that’s all.” She bent to pick up an empty ornament box. “I know your father and some of the others think I was crazy to breed Stardancer with Little Lady, but they’ll change their minds, just you wait and see. Their foal is going to be a Derby winner. And when he runs for the roses, Stardancer and Little Lady are going to be right there at the track watching him. Horses have feelings, emotions about their offspring, just like people. I don’t care what the books say or those horse experts who think they know about horses. If people would just pay closer attention, they’d see what I’ve seen. Horses are not big, dumb, stupid animals like most people think. They aren’t. Stardancer is the living proof. Go ahead, laugh. Everybody else does, so you might as well join in,” Nealy said grimly, her jaw set in hard lines.
“You don’t see me laughing, do you?” Hunt said quietly.
Nealy’s tight expression eased. “No, I don’t see you laughing. I guess I should thank you for that.”
“In case you didn’t know, I worked here part-time right alongside my dad until I went off to college, so I learned a thing or two about horses. I was here the day Stardancer threw Maud. Jess called my dad to get him after it happened. I was right there with my dad helping to quiet Stardancer. All the way back to his stall, Dancer kept twisting around to look behind him, as if he knew he’d done something he shouldn’t have. So you see, it wouldn’t surprise me at all to learn that horses are emotional, feeling creatures just like us, only different.”
Nealy stared at him. An unexpected feeling of warmth surged through her. She’d been resisting Hunt’s friendship since the day he’d arrived. Why, she didn’t know. He was so easy to talk to, and he didn’t laugh at her like the others did.
“So, you’re going to be a lawyer,” she said, deliberately changing the subject.
“Maud and Jess wanted me to make something out of myself, so they footed half the bill. All I ever wanted was to work here alongside my dad, grooming horses, watching them race around the track. It’s what I lived for. But Dad was on Maud and Jess’s side. He said anybody could be a groom, but to be a lawyer, now that was something special. He’d had enough disappointments in life, and I didn’t want to be another one. So I went to law school, got good grades, and will graduate this May. I hate the law. Always did and probably always will. But I’m good at it.”
“Wow, that ought to make for an interesting career. I can see you now, getting up every morning, going over your briefs as you absentmindedly sip coffee, putting on your fashionable dark gray suit and matching tie and walking into the courtroom and saying, ‘I object, Your Honor.’ ”
“Yep, you got it. And I’m going to hate every minute of it.”
“I’m looking to replace Jack Carney,” Nealy blurted without thinking. “You say you know a thing or two about horses, and I know you know a thing or two about handling people and about the legal system so . . .” She stopped to take a breath and to wonder what she was doing. “Do you think you could manage Blue Diamond Farms?”
“What?” Hunt’s eyes were wide with disbelief.
“You’d have to report to me. If you think you’d have a problem with answering to a woman as your boss, say so now.”
“I can’t believe this. Are you serious?”
“There’s something you need to know about me, Hunter Clay. I never say anything I don’t mean. I’m serious, I’m dedicated, and I never give up on anything. Once I make a decision, and I make lots of snap decisions, I live with it. I got that tree . . . bush . . . whatever it is in here, didn’t I? If you want the job, it’s yours, but only after you finish law school. And you have to pass the bar exam. You can handle our routine legal affairs and save us outside fees. Your salary will be the same as what Jack was getting. It’s more than generous. Jess set the pay scale awhile back. The year-end bonuses are equally generous. We can talk about it when you’re ready to sign on.”
Without warning her feet left the floor and she was sailing through the air in a pair of hard, muscular arms. She could smell his aftershave and the overall clean smell of him. It was a heady combination. The kiss on her forehead burned. She was so flustered when he set her down she could feel her face start to burn.
“You’re blushing,” Hunt said. “I didn’t know girls blushed these days.”
“You . . . you took my breath away,” she said, putting her hand over her heart to keep it from popping out of her chest. “Hey,” she said breathlessly, “don’t go getting any ideas now.”
“God forbid!” he said, laughing. “You’re okay, Nealy Diamond.”
“So are you, Hunter Clay.”
“C’mon, let’s go celebrate with that dessert I promised you,” Nealy said, linking her arm with Hunt’s for the walk to the kitchen.
The twenty-ninth day of the New Year dawned clear and bright. Nealy knew when she woke that today was the day . . . the day her Kentucky Derby winner would be born.
Stardancer seemed to know, too. He was pacing in his stall when she arrived, and Danny said he had been excited all morning. “I want you to take Little Lady to the foaling stall in the new barn, then I’ll help you take Stardancer over there and put him in the adjoining stall.” When she saw his eyes narrow, she said, “Don’t give me any flak on this, Danny. I know what I’m asking is against every Thoroughbred horse breeder’s rules, but this is my farm now, and I make the rules. Think of it as an experiment.”
“Okay, you’re the boss, but don’t blame me if something goes wrong.”
“I won’t, Danny. But nothing will go wrong. Will you please have faith in me just this once, okay?”
The new foaling barn had been built to Nealy’s exact specifications just after Hunt had arrived. It wasn’t for every mare, just for a few selected ones, and only one birth at a time ever took place. The stall was bigger than average, thirty square feet, to allow the mare and her attendants to walk around without running into each other. It was deeply bedded with clean straw, and the sides were padded so when the new foal fell he or she wouldn’t be hurt. Every modern convenience, every comfort had been seen to, including a sleeping area and a small bathroom so the attendants had no reason to leave.
Hunt was the only one who hadn’t raised his eyebrows at her plan. He understood her feelings and respected her instincts. “Do what your heart tells you to do,” he had said. And that’s what she’d done.
“Today’s the day, isn’t it, big fella?” Nealy asked from outside the stall. The stallion was far too excited to be bothered with hugs and pats. “Be patient a little while longer, okay?” She gave him a hug and a wave before she headed back to the house. Emmie and Buddy would be delighted with the news and equally delighted to learn that they wouldn’t be going to school today.
Carmela had lived around Nealy long enough to trust her instincts. With Nealy’s announcement that today was the day, she’d made coffee in the twenty-cup coffeemaker and prepared an assortment of sandwiches and snacks.
The children taken care of, Nealy returned to the barn to check on Little Lady. She knew the workers were hissing and whispering about her behind her back, knew none of the old-timers approved of her methods. No one would have questioned Maud or Jess; but she was still fair game, the twit who had stepped into the golden pile of horse shit.
Hunter and Danny were settling the mare into her new quarters when she arrived.
“She’s looking a mite uncomfortable,” Hunt observed.
Nealy laughed. “You would be, too, if you were carrying that big of a load around in your belly.”
Dr. Ed Franklin blew into the new barn with a heavy gust of wind. He chucked his wool jacket, his muffler, and his cap onto the bench in the breezeway. “So, how’s it going?”
The moment the words were out of his mouth, Little Lady’s water broke.
“Time to get Stardancer and bring him over,” Nealy said, taking Hunt’s arm.
“You can’t be serious,” the vet said.
Nealy turned around. “I’m very serious. Why do you think I had this barn built? You knew this was my plan from the beginning. Why are you acting so surprised now?”
“If you bring that stallion in here, I’m leaving. I won’t be a party to this . . . this . . . craziness.”
Nealy’s back stiffened. She swallowed the saliva in her mouth. What would Maud and Jess do? She had to admit she didn’t know. “That’s your choice.” She thought about how much money the vet earned annually at Blue Diamond Farms. “Hunt, call Dr. Miller.”
“Miller?” the vet shouted, his voice several octaves higher than normal. “You want that quack to attend Little Lady?” His angry eyes were as big as horseshoes.
“Thank you for coming, Dr. Franklin. Since we won’t be needing your services any longer, we’ll be sending you a final check at the end of the week. You have a nice day now.”
The vet stomped out of the stall, grumbling as he went. “Crazy female. Hasn’t a clue. Wait till the other owners hear about this!”
The moment Hunt completed his call to Dr. Miller, he raced after Nealy to help her bring Stardancer to his new stall. The stallion pranced through the breezeway to his now-familiar quarters. He was the picture of excitement, his eyes big and wide and his ears perked to hear every sound. As excited and as spirited as he was, he was manageable, a fact that Hunt commented on with surprise.
A large opening between stalls had been built so that the stallion could poke his head through and see everything that was going on with his mare and foal. For hours, Stardancer watched intently, hardly moving, never eating or drinking.
Little Lady’s contractions had started about ten minutes after her water broke. The vet had arrived thirty minutes later and didn’t voice an opinion one way or another where Stardancer was concerned.
An hour later the vet split the thick, rubbery silver-looking placenta. A few minutes later, Nealy saw the first sign of the foal—his two front legs. As the foal moved, the vet skillfully peeled the placenta away. Then the foal’s nostrils appeared, and, a second later, its head was out, tucking against the mare’s legs.
Stardancer whickered softly from the next stall. He had been so quiet, so still, that Nealy had all but forgotten he was there.
With a little encouragement from the vet, the foal slipped out of the mare’s womb onto the straw bedding.
A colt, Nealy cheered in silence. But she had known it would be.
Emmie moved into place and immediately started wiping away the afterbirth and running her small hands over the colt’s body.
Nealy watched her daughter with pride. “What should we name him?” she asked, speaking to no one in particular.
Hunt’s brows drew together in thought as did his father’s.
“He’s going to be our Derby winner, you know. Mark my words, he’s going to fly by every other horse in the field,” Nealy said, signing at the same time out of habit.
Buddy stood up and faced Nealy, his fingers animated as he signed, How about Flyby?
Hunt cocked his head to look at the newborn as he made his first awkward attempt to stand up. “I like it,” he said. “It has meaning.”
“Flyby,” Nealy repeated, testing the sound of it on her tongue. “There goes Flyby into the stretch,” she said in her announcer’s voice. “Look at him run, folks! He’s flying!” She walked over to Stardancer and rubbed his majestic forehead. “What do you think, boy? Is Flyby okay with you?” The big stallion bobbed his head up and down.
Nealy laughed. “Tell me he doesn’t understand. Just try and tell me,” she said smugly. “Flyby it is!”
As if on cue, the colt stood up and gave a little whinny.
Nealy put her arms around his still-wet body. “It’s a long way from here to the Derby, Flyby, but you are the one.”
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Hunter Clay’s dark eyes searched Nealy’s face. “A penny for your thoughts.”
Nealy blinked and looked up. “I was just sitting here thinking. I do that sometimes, let my mind drift wherever it wants.” She squeezed the couch pillow she was holding. “Aside from a few little things, I’ve never been more contented with my life than I am right now. It’s such a joy to watch Emmie and Buddy with the new colt. You saw how Emmie bonded with him the second he was born. It was her hands he felt first, and then mine. I think that bodes well for all of us.”
“I think so, too,” he said, putting his arm around the back of the couch, close to her hair.
“No one ever believed that big guy could be so gentle,” Nealy said, referring to the tense moment when little Flyby had wobbled over to the windowlike opening where his sire watched. Everyone had held their breath when the big stallion lowered his massive head and sniffed the colt. The colt sniffed back, gave a little whinny, then darted back over to his mother’s side and began nursing. “I’m glad I followed my instincts and didn’t let anyone talk me out of letting Stardancer in on the birth. Now you just watch, from here on out those three are going to be a family.” Nealy noticed that Hunt’s eyes were riveted on her face as she talked.
“So, you think Flyby is the one, huh? The Derby winner?”
“I don’t think he’s the one, I know he is,” she said, her voice ringing with confidence. She looked away, disturbed by the way he was staring at her, as if he could see inside her. “Maud’s dream was to have another Derby winner. Her father had one and she managed to get two early on. I promised her I would bring another trophy home, and I intend to do just that with Flyby.”
“If anybody can do it, you can. As far as I’m concerned, you’ve proved yourself and your theory beyond a reasonable doubt,” he said, emphasizing the courtroom cliché. “Even Dad is starting to come around. I heard him use the word miracle in reference to Stardancer a few days ago.”
Nealy blinked, then focused her gaze. Just the other day she had wished for someone to talk to, confide in and help her resolve her problems. It was beginning to look like her wish had come true. In the few days following Flyby’s birth she and Hunt had spent countless hours together talking about anything and everything. He was easy to talk to because he was a good listener. She hadn’t confided any secrets to him yet, but she knew that if and when she did, he would keep her confidences.
“Speaking of your father. Has he heard any more grumblings about the Carneys or Stardancer?”
“He’s dealing with some nasty stuff from some of the men. They don’t take well to change. The bottom line is they haven’t forgiven you for firing Jack Carney. But it’s what you did with Stardancer that’s rocking the foundation of this farm. They feel you risked the life of that colt to satisfy your ego.”
“That’s not true,” Nealy answered in a rush of words. “I don’t have an ego.”
Hunt moved his hand off the back of the couch and took hold of her braid and gently tugged it. “Hey, I know you don’t, but that’s because I know you and understand you better than they do.”
A part of her reveled in his trust in her. She felt an unexpected warmth flow through her. “It’s just that I think this breeding thing has gotten too clinical. The breeders are turning the horses into machines. I pray to God the day never comes when Thoroughbreds are artificially bred, like cows.” Nealy felt an odd twinge of disappointment when he took his hand from her hair. She had secretly hoped . . . She wasn’t sure what she had been hoping for, but she didn’t dare think too hard about it. She had enough on her mind right now.
“I saw Wiley in town yesterday around four o’clock. He was drunk as a skunk.”
Nealy shrugged. “I could care less what Wiley is doing as long as he isn’t doing it on my payroll and my farm. I’ve got bigger concerns at the moment than Wiley Carney, Jack, and even the staff. I’m worried about Buddy. One day he’s up, and the next he’s down. The psychologist seeing him wants to increase his sessions. I think it’s a good idea. He doesn’t open up to me too much, but he talks to Emmie nonstop. Maybe I’m expecting too much too soon.”
“He’s a survivor, Nealy. He’s grieving the way a child grieves. It wouldn’t be normal if he didn’t have some downtime. He’s doing well in school. He eats constantly because he’s a growing boy, so that has to mean something. He’s got all kinds of male role models around here. When I come back at the end of the quarter, I’ll spend more time with him. He’s teaching me to sign, but he says I’m way too slow. There’s a guy in one of my classes who works with the deaf. I’ll get him to work with me, and when I get back here, I’ll blow Buddy’s socks off with how good I am.” He laughed at his own little joke.
A smile found its way to Nealy’s lips. In the short time Hunt had been working on the farm, he’d proved himself not only to be an ally but a genuinely good person. He worked tirelessly, never complained, and was good to his father. Whenever she saw Hunt joke with his father or put his arm around his shoulders, her heart ached. Never once had her own father joked with her or put his arm around her. Ditto for Pyne and Rhy. Maybe that was why she was always hugging Emmie and Buddy, because she’d never gotten any hugs herself.
Nealy’s mind drifted off.
A few minutes later Hunt asked, “What are you thinking?”
She blinked. “Hmm? Oh, this and that.” She grinned mischievously. “Maud loved to talk about the old days to me. She had a rapt pupil in me. I soaked it all up like a sponge. Being a woman in the Thoroughbred horse business made for some really tough times, and yet she survived and thrived. Every single person on this farm loved her.” She looked away then, her eyes misty, and said, “I think they’re all likening me to Maud, and I’m coming up short in their eyes.” She could feel her throat closing up and knew she had to regain control. The last thing she wanted was for Hunt to think she was feeling sorry for herself. “Anyway,” she said, taking a deep breath, “Maud told me that her father’s death devastated her. She admitted to drinking more than a bit of his moonshine to help her get through the burial. She said when she came back from the cemetery, she sat down on the front porch steps and wondered what she was going to do. She figured she had enough food to last her a week but only enough hay to last the horses a couple more days and no money to buy any more. I guess she was ready to give up, auction off the horses, and let the farm go back to the bank.
“That’s when Jess rode onto the property, took her in hand, and told her she couldn’t give up, that she had too much to lose. He offered to help her pull it all together if she’d get off her butt and make him some supper.” Nealy couldn’t help but break into a smile. “Jess never struck me as being a knight in shining armor, but that’s exactly what he was. Maud said he wasn’t the music-and-roses type, but he made up for it in other ways.
“To think that Blue Diamond Farms is what it is today because of that chance meeting.” She paused a moment before adding, “It kind of reminds me of that night when I was sitting on the fence and you drove up asking if this was Blue Diamond Farms.”
Hunt’s eyebrows shot up to his hairline.
His reaction amused her. “Now don’t be jumping to conclusions. I’m not suggesting that you’re my knight in shining armor, and I’m certainly not down-and-out. It’s just that I was feeling a little overwhelmed with all the responsibility, and then you came along and things eased up a bit.”
“Glad I could help.” His eyes brightened with pleasure. “Are you still feeling overwhelmed?”
Nealy chuckled. “Oh, yeah. While Maud and Jess were alive, the workers and I got along just fine. Now they resent me. I can’t say I blame them, but it’s not like I asked to inherit Blue Diamond Farms. I didn’t. All I ever wanted was a home for Emmie and me. That’s all, I swear,” she said, crossing her heart. “Sometimes I wish they hadn’t left it to me but maybe just provided for me and Emmie to stay on here. But then other times I think they may have known what they were doing after all. Nobody loves this place more than I do. Nobody cares more about its future than I do. It isn’t just a moneymaking Thoroughbred farm to me, it’s a home.
“I want to believe I can handle the trouble I know is coming. Maud and Jess had faith in me. I refuse to betray that faith. So,” she said, dusting her hands together, “are you all set to leave in the morning?”
“I’m packed. The car is gassed. But am I all set to leave? Physically yes, mentally no.”
“Do you think that old car of yours will make it?”
“Maybe. Maybe not. If it doesn’t, I might have to hitchhike. I’ve done it before. Don’t tell me that’s worry I see on your face. For me?” He pretended to be aghast.
Nealy rearranged her expression. She loved this gentle sparring as much as he did. “Since you’re going to be working here come May, why don’t you take one of the trucks? They were all serviced right before the holidays. You’re on the payroll, so that means as far as our insurance goes, you can drive any of the vehicles.”
He shook his head. “That would start more than a few tongues wagging that you’re showing favoritism.”
Nealy thought a moment. “In that case, I insist. Besides, I don’t want your father worrying himself sick over you driving that rusty clunker.”
“Dad doesn’t worry about things like that. He knows I know how to survive. I was a Boy Scout and then an Eagle Scout. Got all the knots to prove it and the badges, too.”
“Then it’s settled,” she said, clapping her hands. “Take the black Ford Ranger.”
He grinned as he got up off the couch. “You’re a persuasive woman, Nealy Diamond.” He walked to the front door, then stopped before turning back toward her. “Nealy?”
She came toward him, her legs wobbly as a new colt’s. “Yes.”
“I . . . just . . . what I wanted to say is . . .”
“Yes?” She hoped she didn’t sound too anxious.
“You know, to say thanks. Dad couldn’t believe your offer. Hell, I can hardly believe it myself. I guess I want to know why. Did I charm you? Did I say the right thing? What? Did you feel sorry for me?”
Nealy’s lips split into a grin. She liked this humble side of him. “None of the above. Blue Diamond Farms needs some more new blood besides me. You’re Danny’s son, and you said yourself you love it here. I know how that feels. Trust me, Maud and Jess would approve.”
“Then I guess I’ll say good-bye now. See you in May.”
“Good-bye, Hunt. Drive safely.”
He took a step forward then stopped again. “Nealy?”
“Yes,” she responded with a smile in her voice.
“If you don’t mind, I’d like to kiss you good-bye.”
Instinct told her if he kissed her, she’d never let him go. “Nah,” she laughed. “I hate good-bye kisses. When you come back, you can kiss me hello.”
“Yeah, that’s good,” he said, flustered. “Uh-huh, hello is better than good-bye anyway. You’re probably right. Yeah, yeah. It’s doable.”
He looked so disappointed that she threw her arms around him and pulled him toward her. “I think maybe I’ll make an exception this time,” she said, pressing her mouth to his. When he backed away, she grinned, and said, “The keys are in the truck. See you in May.”
Back inside the house, with the door closed and locked behind her, Nealy leaned against the wall and slowly sank to the floor. Her heart thudded inside her chest, and her stomach felt fluttery. She wondered if she’d just done a stupid thing, but if something felt good and right, how could it be stupid?
Delighted with herself, she rolled across the foyer floor, grinning from ear to ear, until she saw Carmela standing above her.
“Is there a reason why you’re rolling around on the floor, Nealy? Isn’t it clean enough for you?” She reached down to grasp Nealy’s hand to pull her to her feet.
“You know what, Carmela? I just kissed Hunter Clay. I kissed him, not the other way around.”
The housekeeper pursed her lips, the topknot on her head jiggling with suppressed laughter. “Is that a fact?”
“Yes. And it was great, too. He tasted kind of minty, like maybe he’d just brushed his teeth, and he smelled good, like new leather.”
“Imagine that.”
“You’re making fun of me, aren’t you?” Before Carmela could answer, Nealy went on. “That’s okay. Go ahead and laugh if that’s what you want. I don’t care. I enjoyed it. I mean I really enjoyed it.” She twirled around and headed for the stairs. “Guess I’ll go check on the kids.”
“Wait a minute, Nealy. Before you fall head over heels there’s something I want to say. I know it’s none of my business but . . .” Carmela sighed. “I guess I just have to spit it out. I don’t want to see you break that boy’s heart. I’ve known him since he was a little boy, and he’s a fine person. Maud and Jess were mighty sweet on him. They even paid half his way to send him to college and law school. It’s a fine thing you did, offering him the job as farm manager. He’ll do a good job because he loves this farm and the horses. But what I’m telling you is that you can’t mix business with pleasure. You best be remembering that.”
Nealy felt the fine hairs on the back of her neck start to ruffle. “All I did was kiss him! I’m not stupid, Carmela. Who said anything about breaking his heart?”
“Yes, I know, but when people fall in love they sometimes do stupid things,” the housekeeper mumbled as she straightened the throw rug with her foot.
Nealy climbed two steps, then turned and leaned on the banister. “I’m not saying I’m going to do anything foolish or stupid, but why was it okay for Maud to fall for Jess and it’s not okay for me to fall for Hunt? Just answer me that.”
“Times were different. You have more at stake than Maud ever did. You have a highly successful Thoroughbred farm, a daughter, and now Buddy. You don’t want to be doing anything that will fall back on those children.”
Nealy refused to make the connection. “My God, it was just a kiss. I’m sorry I mentioned it. And I’m sorry I rolled on the foyer floor. I’m goddamn sorry about everything, okay?” she exploded. “Good night, Carmela.”
Carmela returned to the kitchen, reached for the cup of coffee she was never without, and went out to the back porch. The moment she took a deep breath of the cold night air she spotted Danny Clay headed her way from the barns.
“Is Hunter still here?” he asked.
Carmela shook her head. “He left a few minutes ago, a very happy man I imagine.”
“Yeah, he’s all wound up about finishing school, passing the bar, then coming back here to work.”
“That’s not what I meant. Nealy kissed him. Just after he left, I found her rolling around on the floor having herself a grand old time.”
“Jesus God!”
“It’s just like Maud and Jess all over again. It’s history repeating itself, Danny.”
“It’s not a bad thing, Carmela.”
“It’s too soon, though. Much too soon.”
“Well, there’s nothing either you or I can do about it, so there’s no sense worrying. What will be will be.”
At three months old, Flyby had already surpassed Nealy’s expectations. He was a bright-looking chestnut colt with a distinct blaze and one white stocking. His conformation was nearly perfect, and his pedigree was as good as it got. But would he prove to be a runner? Only time would tell.
Since his birth he had been housed with his dam and his sire in the new barn. Nealy had decided not to test her “family” theory on any other horses until things settled down around the farm. She assigned Danny and two other loyal grooms to take care of her little horse family, allowing no one else near the barn. What the others didn’t see, they couldn’t talk about.
It was Emmie’s job to take Flyby on long daily walks around the farm. It was important that he get used to being haltered and led. Little Lady and Stardancer watched their offspring from their individual stalls. Buddy was enlisted to act as farrier and put a file to Flyby’s little hooves, getting the colt used to lifting up his feet and feeling the tickle.
Once the daily training was done, Emmie and Buddy took Little Lady and Flyby out to one of the paddocks to exercise and graze while Nealy took Stardancer running around the track. It was almost a criminal shame that Stardancer had never had a chance to race and all because of one mistake and a basketful of misunderstandings. The stallion was too old now to run for the roses or any other race. The Kentucky Derby was for three-year-olds. Generally, horses didn’t race at all after they turned four.
If only she could turn back the clock, she knew in her gut Stardancer could have run the Derby, maybe even won it. Out on the track, when she gave him his head, he could still outrun most of the two-year-olds breezing with him.
Nealy threw her hands in the air in disgust. “I hate this! I hate this, Carmela! Help me here!”
The housekeeper jammed her hands onto her ample hips. “I have no idea why you are so stubborn. I told you a year ago to hire someone to help out here in the office. It would make your life so much easier. You could free up three or four hours a day to do other things. It isn’t like you can’t afford it. Just tell me why?”
Nealy lowered her head in frustration. “Because . . . because I told Maud I could handle it. I have. I am. It just takes so damn much time.”
“Probably the reason it takes so much time is that you hate it so much. I think you’re your own worst enemy.”
“You’re right. I’m going to call an agency right now, then I’m also going to place an ad in the Leader. When are you leaving to visit your sister?”
“Right now she’s busy with all her church activities. She doesn’t sound like she cares if I visit or not. Maybe I won’t go at all. Don’t much care for Seattle. Too cold and rainy for me even in the summer. Are you upset that I haven’t gone?”
“No, of course not. I guess that a plane ticket wasn’t such a good Christmas present after all. I’m sorry, Carmela. Turn the ticket in if you like. It won’t hurt my feelings.”
“You would all starve to death if I left. Those young ones are always eating. I had a whole plate of fried chicken in the refrigerator yesterday, and today it’s all gone. Those kids ate it last night.”
“I can cook, Carmela, believe it or not. I don’t think we’d starve to death in two weeks.”
The elderly housekeeper laughed, then waved Nealy away. “You better make your phone calls. You might make the paper’s deadline if you call now. Split pea soup for lunch.”
“Sounds good. I’ll eat later.”
“You always say that,” Carmela sniffed. “It’s no wonder you’re such a puny little thing, all skin and bones like those poor undernourished jockeys. By the way, I was wondering if you wanted me to clean up Jack Carney’s quarters and fancy it up a bit for when Hunter gets here?”
“Why would he want to stay there when he can stay with his father? Danny has plenty of room.”
“A man needs his privacy. Two grown men living together isn’t going to work. One wants to go to bed early; the other doesn’t. One wants to listen to the radio; one doesn’t.”
“All right, I get the point. But you better check with Danny to see what he thinks first.”
“I’ll do that,” the housekeeper said happily as she exited the small office.
The woman from the agency arrived two days later in a sleek silver Corvette that spit gravel behind it as it roared up the driveway. The car skidded to a stop by the front steps leading up to the house. Her name was Arabella Consuela Magdalena Smith. Carmela announced her arrival in a breathless voice.
Nealy raised her head and immediately jumped to her feet, her eyes wide in disbelief. “Uh . . . hello . . . Miss Smith.” She was a vision. Of what, Nealy wasn’t sure.
“Hi, doll!” Arabella said flippantly. “The agency sent me. Here’s my résumé and my references.” She glanced around. Her eyes were the color of the Mediterranean, and they sparkled and glistened. “Boy, this sure is a small office. Don’t you have a bigger one? When things get slow, I like to turn on the radio and dance. With the door closed, of course,” she said, smiling to show exquisite pearly white teeth.
“I’m afraid this is all we have at the moment, Miss Smith.” Who was this woman?
“Call me Smitty. Everyone else does. I guess it will have to do if this is all you have. My hours are nine to five. Three weeks’ vacation, twelve sick days, and no weekends. I’m a hard worker. I expect a bonus at Christmastime. Ten percent of my salary. That’s fair. I don’t negotiate. Simply don’t believe in it. My work speaks for itself. I have initiative, and I use it.”
Carmela made a strangled sound in her throat. Nealy risked a glance in the housekeeper’s direction but immediately returned to the voluptuous Arabella Consuela Magdalena Smith. Nealy was out of her depth, and she knew it. She’d never hired anyone before. Hunt didn’t qualify since she’d offered him a job when he hadn’t been seeking one. Was it possible the agency had told the woman the job was hers?
Nealy eyed the woman in front of her, waiting for her gut instinct to kick in. She was tall, perhaps five-foot-nine or -ten. Proportioned perfectly, with the longest, shapeliest legs Nealy had ever seen outside of a horse. Her hair was thick and black, and it went in all directions. A well-preserved forty if she’s a day, she thought. Tawny skin, very little makeup, beautiful eyes, with thick, lustrous lashes. Maud would have called them bedroom eyes. She almost said, let me see your teeth again to see if they were real, but then the woman smiled and she knew they were real because one of them was slightly crooked.
“You’re trying to figure me out, right? Portuguese with a splash of Spanish and Irish. My father was a dentist.” She smiled again to show off her father’s handiwork. Nealy blinked, then nodded nervously.
“Do you . . . always . . . what I mean is do you normally dress this way or is this your . . . interview outfit?” My God, did I just ask that?
“I always try to dress my best. This is pretty much the way I go to work. I wear a lot of black, slimming, if you know what I mean. If you think this is too conservative, I can find other things to wear.”
Nealy eyed the woman’s outfit. She was wearing a skintight rubber suit that was in actuality buttery-soft leather, dark stockings, and high-heeled boots that went up to mid-calf. A handbag the size of an overnight travel bag hung from her shoulders.
“We’re pretty informal around here,” Nealy said. “You can wear jeans and shirts if you like.” Damned if that didn’t sound like the job was a done deal. She heard Carmela croak with surprise. “Do you know anything about managing an office?”
“Just call me the paperwork queen. I can type a hundred-twenty words a minute or as fast as you can talk, and I’m a filing whiz. I can do payroll, payroll taxes, monthlies, quarterlies, and annual reports. I can even do your taxes.”
Nealy’s mouth dropped open. After a moment, she asked, “Do you like horses?”
“Doll, I love horses. That’s how I got that fancy set of wheels out there. I win all the time because I don’t allow myself to get in over my head. But if you mean do I like horses as in do I like to be around them, yes, as long as they don’t get too close. I got bit in the butt once as a kid and haven’t forgotten the pain and the humiliation.” She glanced around the room again. “I wish this office was bigger. Do those windows open? Can’t you knock out a wall or something?” she said breezily.
Nealy didn’t see where the problem was. She liked cozy little places. “Well . . . I . . . I guess I could look into it.” Nealy glanced over at Carmela, then back at Miss Smith. “Why don’t you go into the kitchen with Carmela and have some coffee while I go through your résumé and check your references.”
Miss Smith gave Carmela a thorough once-over. “I’ll take it with a shot of bourbon just the way Maud used to take hers. You aren’t a true Kentuckian if you don’t drink bourbon.”
Nealy’s eyelashes flew up in surprise. “You knew Maud?”
“Sure did. Knew Jess, too. I was sorry to hear they passed on. Nice people. Good people. I used to sit in their box at Derby time. Course I was younger then. My daddy was Maud and Jess’s dentist. Years ago, Maud used to play poker with my mama.”
Nealy closed the folder. “You’re hired,” she said, feeling as if a huge burden had been lifted from her shoulders. “Now, let’s discuss your salary. Carmela, fetch Miss . . . Smitty some coffee, please. The way Maud drank it.”
An hour later when the Corvette roared back down the driveway, Carmela snapped, “I can’t believe you hired that . . . that . . . floozie.”
“Don’t judge a book by its cover, Carmela. Her résumé is impressive and her references impeccable. And it sounds to me like Maud and Jess liked her. That’s enough for me.”
“If her references are so good, why is she looking for a job, huh?” Carmela raised an arthritic finger and shook it at Nealy. “Mark my words. There’s going to be trouble with that one.”
“I’ll deal with it if it happens. If you don’t like her, stay out of her way. You certainly are cranky today, Carmela.”
Carmela didn’t bother to reply but marched out of the room, her shoulders stiff, the empty coffee mug in her hand.
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Nealy’s smile was as big as all outdoors as she leaned against the paddock’s white board fence. Two days ago she’d stirred things up all over again by making another unorthodox decision to put Flyby, Little Lady, and Stardancer in adjoining paddocks. She knew that with almost any other stallion she would be taking a huge risk, but not with Dancer. More often than not, a stallion would go after a colt with the intention to kill it, but Dancer had proved to be that rare exception. He wasn’t the least bit aggressive. That trait alone gave her all the confidence she needed to test and prove her theory that the little family could bond together. Now the threesome grazed and exercised in sight of each other.
Nealy loved watching the colt and his dam, loved being near Dancer in the adjoining paddock. She remembered how the colt had first wobbled up on his skinny legs, and now he was dancing in the meadow. At times it seemed like he could float like a butterfly. He was curious and playful, but after his frolicking he always returned to his mother’s side, where it was safe. “You want out there, don’t you, big boy?” Nealy whispered as she craned her head backward so the stallion could hear her. She turned around and slipped him a wintergreen mint. He snorted his thanks. “There are at least three dozen pairs of eyes watching us today, and I can feel every one of them on my back. This whole place is in an uproar since I got my trainer’s license. I told Danny to spread the word earlier. There isn’t one person here who thinks I’m capable of training your son for the Derby and going on to a Triple Crown. Well, maybe that isn’t exactly true. Hunt and Smitty think I’m capable. And I suspect it causes some friction between Danny and his son. I don’t think Danny likes it that his son is his immediate boss. You’re listening to me, aren’t you?” Nealy grinned as the stallion turned his head slightly, his ear tuned to her every word. He twitched his lips to ask for another mint.
For long moments she sat looking out over the paddocks thinking about how far she’d come and how far she still had to go. “It’s a beautiful May day. Three more days till Derby Day. The year after next, when Flyby is two, he’s going to start winning races,” she said, tapping her finger against Dancer’s forehead. “Maybe next year I’ll go to the Derby. We’ll have to see how it goes. This whole damn industry is talking about us. That means you, too, Dancer. They said what we did was unorthodox, dangerous, and a whole bunch of other stuff. We have Dr. Edwin Franklin and Jack Carney to thank for that.” Nealy turned until she was eye level with the stallion. She caressed his head, his eyes, his ears. “Just remember this, I know what you’re going to do before you do it. Okay, now, I’m going to open the gate. Go see your son, Dancer.”
Nealy’s eyes filled as the stallion trotted over to the mare and colt. He whickered playfully as his big head nudged Flyby. Little Lady looked on, but she stood at attention. Satisfied that her offspring was all right, she trotted over to the fence where Nealy was standing and waited patiently for her wintergreen mint. It was Emmie who had started the tradition of sharing her candies with the horses, and now they expected it. Dancer even knew which pocket she kept the candies in. If she was too slow in handing out the treats, he would nose her until she reached into her shirt pocket and handed it over. “And they said it couldn’t be done,” she whispered to the mare. “There’s no stronger bond between animals than an offspring. I know Dancer will never hurt you or the colt. I know this. Even if something spooks him, he won’t harm either of you. That baby of yours does like to frolic. Go on, Mama, join in,” Nealy whispered.
Nealy leaned back against the fencing, her elbows hooked over the sides as she watched the horses frolic in the pasture.
“I never thought this could be done,” Hunt said, hopping over the fence. “I’m seeing it, but I’m still having a hard time accepting it.”
“Wait until he’s old enough to go through his paces. Just a few more months. Dancer and Little Lady will be right there with him. It’s going to work. Awhile back,” Nealy said, “I read that during the sixties, Forli, an Argentinian stud had accidentally been put in the same paddock with Sir Gaylord, Secretariat’s half brother. When the groom discovered the error, he panicked and thought he was going to have a stallion fight on his hands. Instead, he found Sir Gaylord standing quietly and looking bemused. It seems Forli had decided to meander into the shade and had rolled up at Sir Gaylord’s feet to go to sleep. So you see, there are exceptions to every rule. I got my trainer’s license, Hunt.”
“That’s great, Nealy. Dad’s nose is a little out of joint, but he’ll get over it. He might not show it, but he does respect you. Are you taking in the Derby this weekend?”
“No. It’s not my time yet. Are you going?”
“Nope. My boss keeps me hopping. No time. Smitty said she’s going. She’s putting down some serious money on a horse called Windstar and a few others. Windstar has been trained by Cal Metzer out of SunStar Farms in Virginia.”
“Is that right?” Nealy felt her heart skip a beat.
“Yep. Carmela gave Smitty a hundred bucks to bet on him for her.”
“Really. The odds are nine to one on Windstar. He doesn’t have a chance at the roses. The trainer is too rigid, and so is the owner. You better tell her to change her bet.”
Hunt blinked at Nealy’s blunt, flat tone. “Okay. I’ve been out of the loop too long to know what the competition is. So, tell me, how is Smitty working out?”
“Like a dream, Hunt. She’s everything she said she was. She’s fast, thorough, efficient, neat, and she runs a tight ship. She doesn’t imbibe till four o’clock. What she does off the clock is not my business. She runs these tallies daily. I know what every stable in the area is doing and when they’re doing it. She even did the paperwork for my license. Carmela hates her for some reason I can’t figure out. She’s witty, she’s charming, she’s incredibly personable. She told me a rumor today that the Owens farm has been sold. I dread having to tell Buddy. Supposedly the new owners are recruiting and paying better than we do. She said the scuttlebutt is Jack Carney is going to be lord on high, and Wylie will be right there with him. Some big-time New York stockbroker fancies himself a gentleman horse breeder. All kinds of money. They’re all going to Keeneland in July and snapping up every horse in sight.”
“Smitty told you all this?”
“Early this morning. By the close of the day it will be a fact. So far she’s never been wrong.”
“Sometimes she reminds me of my mother. I think it’s the hair. I like her. She’s a bit like you, Nealy. She says what she thinks and gets right there in your face to say it. Just out of curiosity, if it comes down to it, where are you going to get these women who might be working here?”
Nealy’s eyes narrowed. “Does it matter? Women are not prairie flowers. So get that idea right out of your head. Why do you men think we can’t do what you do? Women are born nurturers. Because your minds are closed, that’s why,” Nealy said, kicking out at the fence. “I damn well hate that attitude. I won’t tolerate it either. But to answer your questions, Smitty is on top of it if it should come to that.”
“I guess it’s your intention, then, to bend the rules and if necessary, break them. Uh-oh, what have we here?”
Nealy burst out laughing. “Charlie, what are you doing here? How’d you get out of the house?” She bent down to pick up Emmie’s new pup, a seven-pound Yorkshire terrier named Charlemagne. Charlie for short. He wiggled loose and ran across the paddock. He ran straight for Flyby and started to bark. The colt reared back while his mother pawed the ground. Dancer watched the dog’s activities but didn’t move. And then they were off, Charlie racing forward and backward as he tried to catch Flyby’s tail.
“Not a good idea, Nealy,” Hunt grunted.
“Who says? You don’t see Dancer or Little Lady getting bent out of shape, do you? Flyby now has a friend, not an equine friend, and that’s okay. It’s okay for him to play, Hunt. Look, it’s just like it is with people—it’s all about family, closeness, warmth, nurturing. Yes, it’s a business, but these animals are flesh and blood. They have feelings, they have affection, they try to please us. What’s the problem? I admit I don’t know everything, but I damn well know what feels right.”
“But Nealy . . .”
Nealy put her finger against her lips. “I don’t want to hear ‘but Nealy’ anything. This feels right.” She burst out laughing when she saw Charlie get in the pounce position and shoot toward Flyby. The colt darted away from him, jumping like a fawn through the grass, his little tail sticking up in the air like a flag.
Nealy burst out laughing as she watched Charlie run in circles in front of Flyby. This was a whole new experience for Flyby, and she wanted it to be a good one. Charlie wagged his tail. Flyby twitched his.
Stardancer and Little Lady stood back, watching.
Suddenly, Charlie bolted and ran through Flyby’s legs toward the opposite end of the paddock. The little colt tossed his head and took out after him, kicking up his heels.
“My God, they’re playing,” she whispered. “They’re actually playing, and Mama and Papa are okay with it.”
The colt stopped and bent his head for a closer look at his excited playmate. Satisfied, he was off again, Charlie behind him.
Nealy sprinted to the center of the paddock, where she scooped Charlie up into her arms. She nuzzled him before she held him out to the colt. Little Lady crowded next to her. She gave the Yorkie a gentle pinch on his tail to make him bark and at the same time breathe into the colt’s nostrils. “Good, now you have his scent. Time for you to go back to the house, Charlie. We need to have a little talk with Emmie about how you escaped.”
She was still giggling when she escorted Dancer back to his own paddock. Out of the corner of her eye she could see Hunt push his baseball cap back on his head, and then scratch it. She knew he was dumbfounded. She continued to giggle and smile as Charlie yapped and yipped inside her shirt.
It was seven o’clock when Nealy settled her barn family for the night. It was quiet, too quiet for this time of night. Her gaze swept through the barn and the adjoining ones. There was no sound of any kind to be heard. Even the horses were quiet. She wondered where Hunt was. Probably studying for the bar. Something was going on. She could sense it, feel it in her bones.
She ran then, first to one barn and then the other. When she finally saw the angry mob, she pulled up short. They were gesturing, cursing, and stomping their feet. Hunt was out in front, trying to talk over the high-pitched angry voices, his father at his side. Should she interfere? Hunt was the farm manager and supervised the workers. As the owner, did she dare approach? What would Maud have done? She would have waded right in and stood next to Jess. Then again, with Jess running things, something like this never would have happened.
She waited, knowing they could see her. She strained to hear what Hunt was saying, but she could hear only sound. If she couldn’t hear him, how could the others know what he was saying?
It was Danny Clay who walked away to return with a double-barrel shotgun. He fired off a shot into the air and was rewarded with instant silence. “You have a spokesman, get him up front. Hunt speaks for Blue Diamond Farms. Now take it from there,” he shouted.
Nealy kept her distance as she listened to the angry comments of her workers. This place ain’t the same since Maud died. ’Fore you know it, there will be curtains in the barns. Got nothin’ against women. Maud was a hell of a woman. My pa and his pa worked for her pa. Thought I would be here till I died. These newfangled methods don’t sit right. Can’t go into town without someone jawin’ about the craziness here. They’re layin’ down bets how soon we go into the ground. Them two young’uns spook us all. It ain’t right. That damn stallion thinks he’s a man.
It went on and on until Nealy clapped her hands over her ears. Tears burned her eyes. She was back in Virginia listening to her father spew his venom.
Like hell! She sprinted off to the crowd.
“Pack your gear and get out! Now!” Nealy’s arm snaked out to grab the shotgun from Danny Clay’s hand. “You have twenty minutes. One minute longer, and you will be trespassing. There will be no severance pay, no vacation pay, and your health insurance will be canceled as of eight o’clock tomorrow morning. Get all your vehicles out of here and don’t ever come back. You’re traitors and backstabbers, and I don’t want people like that working for me. Move! The clock is ticking.”
Nealy gritted her teeth at the ugly comments. Hunt grabbed her when her knees started to buckle. “Do you have any idea of what you’ve done?” he said.
“Yeah, I fired them before they could quit. That’s what Jess would have done. I’m not going to collapse over this. Maud said things always happen for a reason. I guess this is one of those things. Do you know how many are staying?”
“All Dad’s people. About twenty-one or so. You’re losing about sixty-five employees. I can work around the clock, but I’m not a magician. Neither are you, Nealy. The others can do double shifts, but they won’t be able to keep it up. You’re going to have to hire new people as soon as possible.”
“I know that. You don’t approve of what I did, do you?”
“There you go again trying to read my mind. Hell, I would have run them off ten minutes earlier if I knew Dad had a shotgun. You’re right about something else, too. Jess would have done the same thing, and so would Maud. Dad knows that. That’s why he and the others are still here. The old-timers don’t take kindly to new ways or to young blood. You and I are the young blood in case you haven’t noticed. Go back to the house and explain what happened. Carmela rang your dinner bell a half hour ago. We can handle things here for tonight. I’ll see you in the morning. Like you said, four o’clock rolls around real quick. Get a good night’s sleep.”
“Five o’clock,” Nealy said wearily.
“Four o’clock,” Hunt said.
“Okay, four it is. What’s this going to do to your studying routine?”
“Not to worry, I’ll ace it. Graduated second in my class.”
“Smart-ass.”
“You should know,” Hunt shot back.
When she got near the house, she was stunned to see Smitty’s Corvette still parked out front. She frowned. “Now what?” she muttered.
She was even more surprised to see Smitty in the kitchen. The tension was so thick in there that Nealy almost gasped aloud. Charlie leaped out of Emmie’s arms and hopped into Smitty’s lap and immediately tried to chew at the dangling silver bracelets hanging off her arms. The tension eased a bit with the dog’s antics.
“What’s wrong, Smitty? Why are you still here? Kids, go wash up for dinner.”
“This,” Smitty said, holding up a copy of the Lexington Herald-Leader. “They gave you the front page, doll. Actually, they gave you the entire front page. They’re taking shots at you. I told you it would happen, but I thought they would at least be fair about it. They’re pissing me off now.”
Nealy washed her hands in the kitchen sink. “That paper is the least of my problems. I just fired sixty-five people. Maybe more. I ran them off. Maud and Jess would have done the same thing. It’s this woman thing. It’s always this woman thing, and I’m getting sick and tired of it. How archaic can you get? Don’t they understand it’s the horses that count; it’s the horses that are going to suffer? They were going to walk anyway. I just beat them to the punch. Danny Clay, Hunt, and Danny’s crew are the only ones staying on. I have to find some help. We’ll be okay for a few days, but we can’t work twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. I’m going to keep Emmie and Buddy out of school; both of them are so far ahead in their classes it won’t make much difference. They can walk the mares, clean stalls, and wash them down.”
Smitty uncrossed one long leg, stared at the tip of her shoe, then wiggled it seductively under Carmela’s nose. “This couldn’t have happened at a worse time, sweetie. Do I need to remind you this is Derby weekend? You know what it’s like on a Derby weekend. It’s worse than Mardi Gras. What do you expect me to do?”
“Find me some help. In the meantime, you and Carmela are going to have to pitch in down at the barns.”
“No, no, no, this girl does not walk around in horse shit. These shoes are made for hardwood floors and carpeting. No, no, no.”
“Yes, yes, yes. How can you sit there in your designer clothes and tell me no, Smitty, when the whole damn state of Kentucky is out to get me because I’m a woman? A woman who just happens to own a Thoroughbred horse farm. You’re a woman, for God’s sake. You aren’t going to let them get away with it, are you?”
Nealy hoped her appeal on behalf of womanhood would spur the office manager to help. It was then that Nealy did something that she almost never did . . . she lit up a cigarette in the house.
“No, I’m not,” Smitty said. “I’ll take one of your cigarettes if you don’t mind, honey. Carmela, could I have another splash of bourbon, and some ice would go real good.”
“Why don’t you just get up on those fancy shoes and get it yourself? The meat loaf is about dried out, Nealy.”
“So I’ll put ketchup on it. Do you know anyone, Carmela?”
“A couple of cousins. I’ll call them. I’ll be glad to help out, Nealy. Just tell me what you want me to do. I won’t be cooking any six-course dinners if I’m working the barns. Everything will be on the fly.”
“Sandwiches are good. So are hard-boiled eggs. We aren’t going to starve. The horses come first. Smitty?”
Nealy leaned against the kitchen sink sipping at a cup of coffee Carmela shoved into her hands. Smitty would be worthless or next to worthless working with the horses. How could someone who wore stiletto heels, gallons of perfume, and skintight clothes muck a stall? Today Smitty was attired in a skintight zebra-print jumpsuit that zipped up the front. A wide silver belt around her waist jangled when she walked. Black snakeskin shoes with skinny heels added the finishing touches. Nealy sighed wearily as she watched her newest employee spill bourbon into her glass.
“If I agree to your cockamamy idea, will you knock out the wall?”
“Yes.”
“And get me one of those little bar refrigerators so I don’t have to keep coming in here and bothering Saint Carmela?”
“Yes.”
“Since you’re being so agreeable, how about an easy chair with a good reading lamp.”
“I’ll do better than that. I’ll give you the guesthouse to live in until things get back to normal. What do you say to that?”
Smitty studied her bright red fingernails as if they held all the answers. “Okay, that sounds good. Short-term only.”
“Agreed. Then let’s eat. We can plan strategy when we’re finished.”
Four o’clock in the morning. Three days after the Run for the Roses, Nealy struggled to get out of bed. While her mind was willing, her body protested every step of the way to the shower. She turned on the cold tap and danced under the needle-sharp spray until she was wide-awake. She then turned on the hot water until she thought her skin would pop from her body. It was agony to pull on her jeans and boots, even more agonizing as she struggled to pull on a sweatshirt she would shed by midmorning.
Breakfast was hard-boiled eggs that were cooked the night before, bananas, and a huge cup of coffee.
Carmela sat down at the kitchen table. She looked like death warmed over. “I’ve never been this tired in my life, Nealy. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m an old woman. I can’t keep up this pace any longer. When do you think you’re going to be able to get some help?” she demanded.
“We’re doing everything possible,” Nealy said, her mouth full of banana. “Now that Derby weekend is over, people might be looking at the help-wanted ads. Smitty is working on it. She does have a way of getting things done. I wish you’d be a little kinder to her, Carmela. She’s a good worker, and I don’t want to lose her. Actually, Carmela that’s not a wish but an order.”
“My friend’s daughter went to high school with her. She’s a tramp, Nealy. A loose woman. She’s been married a couple of times; both times she got handsome settlements. It was in the papers. People talk. She doesn’t have to work. She’s rich, and she’s broken up several marriages. She’s always the other woman,” Carmela said spitefully.
“Is that what this is all about? Get over it, Carmela. Life goes on. The past is over. Today is what counts. We can’t depend on tomorrow because tomorrow never gets here. I don’t give two shits about Smitty’s personal life. All I care is what she does here at the farm. As far as all that other stuff goes, maybe you should come right out and ask her to tell you about her life. I’ll bet her version is totally different from the one you just gave me. Don’t you get it, there are two sides to everything? If there is one thing I don’t need right now, it’s friction, and you should never repeat gossip.”
Nealy turned to fill her coffee cup. She saw Smitty standing outside the kitchen screen door, tears in her eyes. “Coffee’s ready,” she called. “You heard, didn’t you?”
“It was hard not to hear. Yes, I was married twice. My first husband died way too early of a heart attack. He had a handsome insurance policy. My second husband had a penchant for young girls. As you know, he was also a pillar of the community. I was willing to tell anyone who would listen what a lowlife he was. Unfortunately, the man had more money than I, and, as I said, a sterling reputation. My attorneys said no one would believe me, so I kept quiet. That’s why my divorce settlement was so outrageously high. I did not break up anyone’s marriage. I did date one man who had a wife who lived up north. He neglected to mention that when I met him. When I found out, I showed him the road. I am not nor have I ever been the other woman in anything. I am who I am. If you think poorly of me, that’s your problem, not mine, Carmela. Then again maybe if you’d fix yourself up a little, I might be jealous of you. You are kind of dowdy. You could use some highlights in your hair. You need to pluck those eyebrows, too. They look like a bush over your face. Get yourself one of those Wonder Bras and some nail polish.”
“Enough!” Nealy roared.
“Look, doll, you asked. I came to work just the way I was supposed to. You two were talking about me like I was some floozie. What do you expect? I’m out there busting my ass for you because we’re all women, and I don’t want to let you down. I’d appreciate a little respect.”
“You have mine, Smitty. Any luck?”
“Hell yes, I’ve had luck. I spent the entire night combing this town from one end to the other. I lucked out with two old codgers who were hotwalkers who kept up their licenses. They both knew Maud and Jess. I sent them down to the barn. I got us some college kids for routine stuff, and I snared three guys from the Boudreau Farms. Nice guys, hard workers. They have families, and they don’t screw around. Fully licensed.”
“That’s it? Smitty, we need more help. No one is answering the ad. What’s that van doing out there? Where’s your Corvette?”
“It’s like this, sweetie. I recruited from the Night Gallery. I got you some women who are willing to give this a shot. You’re going to be paying them very well, and when you get a full working crew you will be giving them a bonus. A substantial bonus. I agreed to all this in your name.”
“What’s the Night Gallery?”
“A brothel. The girls are ladies of the night.”
Nealy choked on the coffee in her mouth. Carmela pretended to swoon.
“Will you two get off it. Those girls know what hard work is. This will be a piece of cake for them. They’re tough. They don’t whine, and they don’t cry. Maybe if we’re lucky we can get them on their feet and off their backs. You keep saying all you want is a day’s work for a day’s pay. Well, doll, this is your chance to put up or shut up. I handpicked these girls for you. I used to do Miz Jones’s books for her. Lots of book work with a brothel. She gives her girls pension plans and health insurance. That makes it all as good as legal as far as I’m concerned. What’s it going to be?”
Nealy cleared her throat. “Take them down to the barns. Have Danny show them what to do. I wouldn’t mention, unless you have to, of course, what they did . . . do for a living.”
Smitty burst into laughter, “Are you kidding? Danny and the others are on a first-name basis with most of them.”
“Oh.”
“Uh-huh,” Smitty grinned. “You can bring me down some coffee. Where do you want me to park this van?”
“It’s fine where it is. I’ll bring the coffee. I have to wake Emmie and Buddy, then I’ll be down.”
“I can’t believe you’re giving the go-ahead to this,” Carmela challenged, her face dark with anger.
“Look, Carmela. In this world you do what you have to do. Like I told you before, I don’t give a good rat’s ass what Smitty did before she got here, and I don’t give a good rat’s ass what those women in the van did . . . do. I am really starting to care about your pissy attitude. I don’t like it one bit. Prostitution is the oldest profession in the world. I can’t change that. Maybe all of the women or some of them will want to find another way to earn a living. If I can help in doing that, fine. If I can’t, that’s fine, too. Now, it’s time to paste a smile on your face and get your ass down to the barn and start giving me your day’s work. I’m not going to go around on the matter with you again. We have a situation here, and we’re doing the best we can under the circumstances. And, last but not least, I expect you to apologize to Smitty.”
“Maybe I should just quit,” Carmela muttered.
“Maybe you should. They probably need a cook over at the Owens farm. I’ll give you a good reference.”
Carmela burst into tears as she ran from the kitchen. Nealy threw her hands in the air as she stomped her way to the second floor. It was barely four-thirty in the morning, and already she was looking forward to evening, when she could fall into bed.
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The Keeneland Select Yearling Sale in Lexington was not your ordinary horse sale because ordinary horses weren’t sold at Keeneland, just the best of the best. Blue Diamond Farms was sending three colts this year, all full pedigrees laced with champions. From the time of their arrival until the day of the sale, the yearlings would be inspected by dozens of prospective buyers, who would check them closely to make sure they were sound and in good health.
“Yo, Nealy! Today’s the big day, right?” Hunt shouted from the doorway of the barn.
Nealy had overseen loading the three yearlings into the horse van. Charlie had supervised. “Yep,” she said, glancing around. “I’m almost finished here. Just some tack to put away.”
“Smitty is going with me and Dad in the truck. She said she’s always wanted to attend one of the auctions.” Hunt took off his hat and wiped the sweat from his forehead with the sleeve of his shirt. “Damn it’s hot today. I’ll be glad to get going so I can turn on the air-conditioning.”
Nealy squinted against the sun as she looked at him. “I hope everything goes all right. I have to admit I’m a little nervous.”
“I wouldn’t worry. We’re sending three of the best yearlings this farm has ever produced. Three young princes whose bloodlines go back to the kings of Thoroughbred horse racing. I’m thinking they ought to bring in close to two-and-a-half million dollars.”
Nealy hadn’t been thinking quite that high, but she was glad Hunt was. “Smitty tells me Mr. Goldstein is going to be bidding on all three of our colts. I have to tell you, it makes me damn mad that not only did he buy Buddy’s parents’ farm, he hired all the employees I fired, and now he wants all our horses. I keep asking myself what Maud would do, and I can’t come up with an answer.” She flung her hands out in frustration.
“Maybe that’s because there is no answer. We go to the Keeneland sales to sell horses, Nealy. It shouldn’t matter to you who buys them.”
“Ordinarily it wouldn’t. But in this case . . . the reason he wants our horses is because Jack Carney told him they were the best. And you know how I feel about Jack Carney.” She made an ugly face to express her dislike.
“Yes, I know.”
“It doesn’t seem right to call the Owens farm the Goldstein farm,” she said, using the toe of her boot to make a pattern in the dirt. “I can’t get used to the name change. Smitty tells me Mr. Goldstein is a nice man and dedicated to getting the farm back on its feet and training champions. She also said his wife used to be a high-fashion model. Smitty knows everything about everybody. She’s a virtual font of information.” Nealy raised her eyes to find Hunt watching her. “Why are you looking at me like that? Is something wrong?”
Hunt blinked, caught off guard. “No, I was just . . . No. Sorry,” he said. He cleared his throat. “Everything’s going great. I signed on another dozen men, all licensed, family men who don’t have any axes to grind and are comfortable working for a woman. It’s a slow process, but we’re building.” He nodded his satisfaction. As Nealy started to secure the doors on the horse van, Hunt asked, “Have you been reading the papers lately?”
Once the latch was securely in place, Nealy gave Hunt her full attention. “No. Who has time to read newspapers? Certainly not me. What are they saying now? If it’s something that’s going to make me worry, don’t even think about sharing it with me.” When there was no immediate response, she tilted her head to stare up at him. “What?”
“You’ve become famous, or should I say infamous? In any case, you’re big news. People want to know who you are, where you came from, that sort of thing.”
Nealy shrugged. “So? What else?”
Hunt crossed his arms and stared at her. “I just want you to be prepared. Because you’re successful, they’ll try to tear you down. That’s the way those newspaper people work. I wish to hell you’d gone to the Kentucky Derby. You could have put out some of the gossip fires. Not going to Keeneland is going to fan the flames. One reporter has already hinted that you might be hiding something.”
“Yeah,” she said, laughing. “I’m a secret chain-saw murderer. And at night I work at the Night Gallery. Be sure to pass all that on. And be sure to spell my name right,” Nealy said, looking Hunt full in the eyes. She had told him once before that she didn’t care what other people thought about her. She’d meant it then, and she meant it now.
He gave her a big smile that showed he approved, albeit reluctantly. “If you don’t mind, I think I’d just as soon say nothing at all. They’re just waiting for something to sink their teeth into, and I don’t want to slip up and be the one to give it to them.” He walked around the van and stowed his gear in one of the outside storage compartments.
Nealy picked Charlie up in her arms and was on her way back to the house when she had a thought. “You want some gossip to spread at Keeneland, Hunt?” she called from across the driveway. “Something that will make those reporters sit up and take notice?”
“Depends,” he said as he hooked his thumbs under his belt in a nonchalant pose.
“Tell them I’m riding Flyby in the Derby two years from now.”
Hunt’s mouth dropped open. “You can’t do that! You’re a woman! You’re the horse’s trainer, not his jockey, Nealy.”
“Who says I can’t do that? And of course I’m a woman. I’m glad you noticed. But my gender has nothing at all to do with my ability to be a jockey. I’ll go to the wall on that if I have to.”
“But . . . You can’t!”
Nealy could feel herself bridle with anger. “Don’t you ever tell me what I can and can’t do, Hunt. Just after I arrived here, Maud told me I could be whatever I wanted to be if I worked hard and if my heart was in the right place. I believed her. I still believe her. Flyby is my chance to fulfill my promise to Maud.” She walked over to the colt and ran her hand across his withers. “I don’t know if he’s Triple Crown material or not. It’s simply too early to tell, but, by God, he is a Derby horse. He may be only five months old, but I’m telling you, he was born to run.”
Hunt clenched his teeth. “I swear to God you are more ornery than Maud and Jess put together. Cranky, too. A real curmudgeon.”
Nealy’s hands flew to her hips. “Listen, Mr. Sunshine,” she said, regarding him with amusement, “just do what you’re paid to do and shut up about all the rest.”
“Yes, sireee, ma’am,” he said, saluting smartly. He walked toward her. “I guess it’s out of the question to ask for a kiss?”
Nealy’s eyes brightened with pleasure. “I never said that.” She watched as Hunt tilted his head forward, eyes closed. At the last second, she stepped away and the kiss landed on Charlie’s furry face. She howled in laughter and doubled over.
“I’ll get you for that!” Hunt reached for Charlie and set him down on the ground. The little dog immediately grabbed his pant leg and tugged it, growling ferociously.
“Charlie!” Nealy scolded him before she bent over to pick him up. “Be good now.” She set him on Flyby’s back, where he dropped his head onto his paws and pretended to go to sleep.
Hunt scowled as he eyed the dog. “That,” he said, “is highly unorthodox.”
“According to you and everyone else around here, everything I do is unorthodox. Ask me if I care?” she challenged.
Smitty and Danny walked toward them.
“Let’s hit it,” Danny said as he stuffed his duffel bag into the van’s storage compartment and got into the backseat.
Hunt climbed into the driver’s seat and Smitty into the passenger seat.
“Have a good trip,” Nealy said, waving as Hunt started up the engine.
Hunt turned his head and winked at her. “I’ll deal with you when I get back.”
“Promises. Promises,” Nealy responded.
Nealy opened Flyby’s stall and walked him inside, noticing that one of the grooms had already filled his feeder. While he ate, she sat down cross-legged in the straw and stared straight ahead of her, her mind racing. Could the reporters trace her background? Even if they did, and they published the information, would it hurt her? So what that she was an unwed mother? So what that she’d run away from home at seventeen? So what that she’d landed on Maud and Jess’s driveway and they’d taken her in and adopted her and Emmie? So what?
She wondered what her father would do when he discovered her whereabouts. “There’s nothing he can do,” she said, talking to Flyby, who was munching his hay. “I’m well past the age of consent and my own woman now.” She thought about her father, about how he’d treated her. Prior to getting pregnant, what had she done to deserve his hate? She thought about his bitter Derby defeat. Windstar had come in fifth. Pyne and Rhy were probably paying for the defeat. She almost felt sorry for them. Almost.
Once her brothers discovered she owned Blue Diamond Farms, would they come crawling to her to help them? They could forget that. And what would Emmie’s father do? So many questions, and she couldn’t begin to answer any of them.
She shivered as Smitty’s advice rang in her ears. “Don’t talk to the press. Ignore them. Stay out of the limelight. When you don’t say anything, there is nothing for them to feed on.” For that reason she no longer answered the phone herself but let Smitty pick it up and screen the calls. For that reason, too, she decided not to go to Keeneland.
Out of sight, and, hopefully, out of mind.
Nealy leaned forward and hugged her knees. “This is where I belong,” she whispered to the colt standing in front of her. “I think I would die if I had to leave you and the others. Maud said God smiled on me when He gave me the feelings I have for all of you. She said I was special, but I don’t know for sure what she meant by special. My feelings, my understanding, my hands?”
She cupped the colt’s head in her hands and talked softly to him as she breathed into his nostrils.
It was the end of October, Halloween to be exact. The days were cool and brisk. As Nealy approached the barn, Flyby pawed the ground, snorted, then whinnied . . . his way of pleading for her to take him out of the stall.
Flyby was nine months old now and weighed 750 pounds, nearly the weight of a yearling. If he kept going, he would be every bit as big if not bigger than his sire, who stood 16.2 hands tall. Wherever Flyby was, Charlie was there, too. The two were inseparable. When Charlie had spent the night at the vet’s after being neutered, Flyby refused to eat. He’d even refused the treats he dearly loved. A knot of fear formed in Nealy’s stomach at the thought of what would happen to Flyby if something happened to Charlie. She prayed the little dog would have a long and happy life.
“So you want to run, do you?” she asked, rubbing Flyby’s velvety muzzle. “Well, it just so happens you’re going to get your chance. Today, when I take your father for a breeze, I’m going to take you, too.” She had been waiting for this day for a long time. She knew that, once again, she would be doing something unorthodox, but she had long since stopped worrying about such things. There was no law that said a colt couldn’t be breezed. As long as she took it easy and didn’t strain him or tire him, everything would be fine.
Head high, tail arched, Flyby proudly pranced beside his sire out to the track. They were a unique pair, father and son.
Nealy took it slow, first walking Flyby around the track, then trotting him for a couple of furlongs. He didn’t fight the lead but kept pace. Anyone watching him could see he was having a wonderful time.
“This is your future, Flyby,” Nealy told him, as they passed the practice starting gate. “Starting right now you’re on your way to being the number one Thoroughbred in the country, maybe the world.”
A trio of grooms bellied up to the fence to watch the colt being put through his paces. As if by magic, word of what was happening spread throughout the farm. Within minutes, the fence was lined with Blue Diamond Farms employees, as well as Emmie and Buddy.
Nealy saw them all out of the corner of her eye and smiled. This crew was so different from the others. She could almost feel that they were rooting for her.
After Flyby’s little workout, she handed him over to Danny to hold while she and Stardancer breezed with more serious intent. Late next year she would start entering Flyby in some prep races, so the sooner she started learning the ins and outs of being a jockey, the better. She was determined that no one was going to ride Flyby but her.
One of the exercise riders, an ex-jockey, came onto the track. “You’ve got a good seat, Nealy, but you need to bend your legs more,” he said, as she rode past him. “Attagirl. Keep your head low. Good!”
She urged Stardancer into an even faster pace and flew past the crowd of watchers. She knew she had a long way to go, but this was a start. A damn good start. “Show them, Stardancer. Show them what you could have been!”
Stardancer ran full out, his long legs eating up the ground. Nealy had never felt such exhilaration. Her heart banged against her chest at the thrill of it all.
“Way to go, Nealy,” Hunt shouted, as she walked Stardancer to the track’s exit. “I take back everything I said. I was wrong. You can be a jockey. You will be a jockey.”
Nealy beamed at him. “Thanks, Hunt. It means a lot to me for you to say that.”
On her way back to the barn, Nealy remembered tomorrow was her birthday. She’d always treated it as just another day, but this time she felt like celebrating. What would happen if she took the day off? Could she take the day off? Maybe she could take the night off instead and go into town to a movie. A grown-up night out. Maybe Smitty would go with her. Or she could ask Hunt. No, he might think it was a date. Then there was the question of what to wear. She thought about the elegant, trashy dress she’d bought at Christmas but had never worn. Knowing she had no fashion sense to speak of, she knew it wasn’t suitable for a movie.
It was late in the afternoon when Nealy trudged up to the house for fresh coffee. On her way back she stopped in the office to see what Smitty was up to. “I think,” she said, taking a quick sip, “that coffee runs in my veins instead of blood. Have you seen Carmela?”
“Not since breakfast. She said she was going into town to get her hair done. Is something wrong?”
“No, everything is fine. As a matter of fact, it’s great, thanks to you.” Nealy sat down in the armchair in front of Smitty’s desk.
“Me? I didn’t have anything to do with what you did today. You did that all by yourself, girl.”
“I don’t mean that. I meant great because of what you’ve done for Blue Diamond Farms. I’m serious, Smitty. I don’t know what I would have done without you. Your Night Gallery recruits were some of the best employees I’ve ever seen. I was sorry they didn’t want to stay on, that they preferred . . . you know . . .”
“Don’t judge, Nealy. Accept. Thanks to their . . . ah . . . contacts, you now have a permanent working crew. It all worked out.”
“Yes, it all worked out.” Nealy stared into her coffee mug. “Let’s just hope everything else works out.”
Smitty pushed a copy of the Leader across the desk and pointed to an article at the bottom of the front page. “You’ve become one famous lady. The newspapers love you. I’m keeping a journal on it all. Someday you might want to write your memoirs.”
“I doubt that,” Nealy said, pushing the newspaper back across the desk toward Smitty without even glancing at the article. “So how’s the new office now that the wall is out?”
“Real good. At least I can move around.” To illustrate, she pushed her chair away from her desk and stretched her legs out in front of her. “See?”
“Yes, I see,” Nealy laughed. She had to admit that enlarging and remodeling the office had been a good idea. As for the old furniture, Maud’s father’s desk and chair, she hadn’t been able to part with them, so she’d had them taken up to the attic and covered them securely with old washed-out horse blankets.
Smitty pulled herself back up to her desk and clasped her hands in front. “I know how much you hate all this publicity stuff, and I don’t blame you, but I think you need to know it’s probably going to get worse before it gets better. You’re a hot topic, Nealy, especially now that you let it out that you intend to ride Flyby in the Kentucky Derby. That gave the press two tidbits of information, and it’s only natural that they’re going to want more.” She leaned forward, and whispered, “Why don’t you tell me whatever it is you’re hiding before I read it in the newspaper?”
Nealy took a quick breath. “Hiding? You mean my past? You mean you didn’t figure it out yet. I thought nothing got past you.”
Smitty raised a perfectly arched eyebrow. “I’m a good listener, and I know how to keep my lip zipped. Sometimes it helps to talk about things. That way those things don’t settle between your shoulder blades and weigh you down.”
Nealy stood up and started for the door. With her hand on the doorknob, she said, “If you have a few minutes, I’d like to show you something.”
Smitty flew out of her seat. “I have all the time in the world. I have this great boss who lets me do what I want.”
“It’s raw out, put on a jacket.” Nealy shrugged out of her denim jacket and handed it to Smitty. “Here, wear mine, I’ll wear Maud’s,” she said, grabbing the coat off the hook.
A gust of cold wind blew the women’s hair as they made their way to the vehicle barn.
Once inside, Nealy led Smitty to the back. “That’s my father’s truck,” she said, pointing to it through a curtain of cobwebs. Nealy walked around the truck and looked into the driver’s seat. Even after all these years she could remember how lost and alone she’d felt driving aimlessly through the rain to anywhere, nowhere. “My pa said I had shamed the family by getting pregnant. He’d never liked me much in the first place, but after Emmie’s birth, he liked me even less. I worked hard, damn hard, to prove that I was worthy of his love, but it didn’t do any good. Then I got sick, really sick, and went to bed. One of my brothers told me Pa was going to send Emmie to the orphanage the next morning. Pa hated Emmie, said she was a half-wit because she couldn’t talk.” She pulled a long painful breath. “With a little help from my brother, I took that truck and lit out. I had no idea where I was going. I just drove. All I had were the clothes on my back, Emmie, and the money my brother swiped from my father’s desk drawer.
“Blue Diamond Farms is where the truck broke down, and so did I. Jess found me wandering around on his driveway and brought me inside with Emmie. They told me later that I almost died.” She put her hands to her face. “I loved them, Smitty, with all my heart, and when they offered to adopt Emmie when I turned twenty-one, I said yes. They said it was all done legally but . . . Emmie . . . I don’t know if her father will ever come forward or not. He threatened to blow my head off with a shotgun if I ever said he was the father. I lied to Pa and said a vagrant attacked me in the barn. Emmie’s name on her birth certificate said it was . . .”
“Coleman?”
Nealy’s mouth dropped open. “You know?”
“Not everything, but I was able to piece some things together, which is what worries me. If I could do it, so could someone else.”
Nealy shrugged. “As far as I’m concerned, it doesn’t matter anymore, Smitty. I’m well beyond my pa’s reach. Emmie is a concern, though. Then again, maybe not. Her father is a respected businessman with a family of his own. I doubt he’d want to stir things up. It would ruin his image.”
“What about your image?”
“My image? People already see me as someone who does things in an unorthodox way. How is getting pregnant at seventeen and running away from home any different? So they bring up my past? I can deal with it. I learned a lot from Maud and Jess. Maud said no one can hurt you unless you allow it. Well, Smitty, I damn well won’t allow it.” She walked to the back of the truck and pulled out the bucket of dirt. “See this? When I was leaving SunStar that night I stopped in the pouring rain and filled it with SunStar dirt. I wanted to take something from home for Emmie. It’s just dirt but . . . Emmie doesn’t even know it’s here. I keep asking myself why I’m keeping it, and I can’t find the answer.”
“What about your brothers, Nealy?”
“Even though Pa’s in his eighties, I imagine he still rules them with an iron hand. They were petrified of him, just the way I was. You know what’s sad, Smitty? I can’t ever remember seeing them smile. Or Pa. I know I never did. I never knew my mother. I don’t know if Pyne or Rhy remember her. I’m glad she’s dead because I don’t think she could have stood up to my pa. He probably worked her to death the way he tried to work me. He worked me like a dog, Smitty. When I left there I was like some beaten, tired old junkyard dog. I came here into sunlight, warmth, love, and found substitute parents. Loving parents.
“I won’t go to Keeneland because my pa and brothers go there. We sold them quite a few horses. My pa even came here once to pick one of them up. I think it was the third year I was here. Maud and Jess closed off this place like it was one of those hostage movies. They gave him what he wanted and hustled him out of here so fast his head must have been spinning. At the time I didn’t know how Maud knew, but Jess told me later the truck’s registration papers were in the glove compartment. She never let on to me she knew. Jess didn’t either until Maud was dying. Sometimes I regret that we never talked about it. Smitty, I was so young, so green back then. Hell, I didn’t even have a driver’s license and didn’t know what a social security card was. According to my brothers, what I did know was how to open my legs and shame the family. With a half-wit. That’s my story.” She smiled as she put the bucket back into the truck bed. “Listen, tomorrow is my birthday. Would you like to go to a movie with me tomorrow night?”
“Ah, gee, Nealy, I have a date. But I might be able to break it.”
“No, that’s okay. Maybe I’ll take the kids into town for ice cream or something.”
“Why don’t you ask Hunt? I think he’s kind of sweet on you.”
“I can’t do that,” she said, wondering what she was afraid of. “Hey, you know what? Remember that first day you came out here and applied for the job?” At Smitty’s nod, she continued, “I almost didn’t hire you that day. You were so . . . so . . . in command, so confident and sure of yourself. I wish I could be more like you. I can be like that with horses but not with people. How did you get that way?”
“By being stomped on once too often. So what made you hire me?”
“You said you knew Maud and Jess and spoke so highly of them. I’m sorry I didn’t knock that wall out sooner.”
“Yeah, me too.”
“Don’t let them get me, Smitty.”
“Listen, doll, they’ll have to get you over my dead body. As long as you approve of how and what I do, it will all work out. Just trust me, okay?”
“Smitty, do you think I can do it? Win the Derby, I mean?”
Smitty swung around, a fierce look on her face. “Doll, if I didn’t admire your spirit and your guts, I would have been out of here a long time ago. Don’t you ever second-guess yourself. If it can be done, you’ll do it. You aren’t upset about the movie, are you?”
“No. I’m not even sure I wanted to see a movie. It was more like I was supposed to do something on my birthday, and a movie seemed like the thing to do. Maybe I’ll ask Carmela to bake me a cake so Emmie and Buddy can blow out the candles. By the way, Smitty, what’s the scuttlebutt over at the Owens . . . sorry, the Goldstein farm?”
“They don’t have one good trainer. Jack’s been scouting. It’s a tough business, as you well know. Did hear there is a little dissension over there, but what it’s about I have no idea. Eventually, I’ll find out. I’d like to stand here and talk, honey, but I want to clear my desk before I leave for the day. I want to do some shopping on my way home.”
“Smitty?”
“Hmm?”
“Thanks for everything.”
“Anytime. You just hang in there.”
Nealy sat for a long time at the kitchen table drinking her coffee. She bowed her head once and offered up a prayer of thanks. Whatever the future held for her, she would do her best to be worthy of it.
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Nealy rolled over, opened one sleepy eye, and saw the glowing red numbers on the bedside clock. Today she didn’t have to get up at three-thirty or even four-thirty. Today was her birthday. If she wanted to stay in bed all day, she could.
Not in this lifetime, she thought a moment later. She’d made a promise to Maud and a commitment to herself, and she would honor them both. For the next two years, come rain, shine, snow, or sleet, she would keep Flyby and herself on a strict training schedule. As far as she was concerned, she had a lot more to learn about being a jockey than Flyby had to learn about being a champion racehorse.
At four-thirty, she came down to the kitchen and stopped just inside the door to stare in shock at the elderly housekeeper. “Carmela, why you look . . . you look wonderful. That hairstyle is very becoming. I like your dress, too. What’s come over you?”
Carmela blushed like a girl. “I treated myself to what they call ‘the works’ yesterday. I realized I let myself go. Sometimes it takes someone like Smitty to wake a person up. I don’t think I could ever dress as . . . flamboyantly as she does, though.”
Nealy’s brows knitted in confusion. “I’m getting the feeling you think you’re in competition with her. But why?”
Carmela lifted her shoulders and sighed. “You might as well know. I’ve been seeing one of the grooms, Vince Edwards, for a couple of months now. He’s a few years younger than me, in his late sixties, but he doesn’t seem to think that’s a problem. He’s a good man, and I think I’m falling in love with him; but I don’t know if he feels the same about me. All I know is that he can’t take his eyes off Smitty whenever he sees her outside. It’s not her fault. Smitty is what Smitty is, and there’s obviously no changing it. But I wanted him to look at me like that, so I decided to fix myself up.”
Nealy couldn’t have been more surprised if Carmela had told her she was going to become an exotic dancer. “Well, you certainly did. You look like a new woman, a woman about ten years younger, I might add.”
Carmela’s eyes widened. “Really?”
Nealy headed for the coffeepot. “Really,” she said, anticipating her first taste of the dark, rich brew. As soon as she’d taken a few sips and felt human again, she turned and gave Carmela a hug. “I’m happy for you, Carmela. I hope it all works out. Remember, the only person you have to answer to is yourself.” Nealy sat down at the table and sipped her coffee, savoring the flavor. She drank coffee off and on all day long, but it never tasted the same as that first cup in the morning. “Listen, do you think you could find time today to make me a little birthday cake? Emmie and Buddy will expect one after dinner.” At Carmela’s nod, she continued. “Just put one candle on it. No, put two, one for each of the kids to blow out.”
“What about dinner? You want anything special?”
Nealy pursed her lips, thinking. “No. I don’t want anybody fussing. Just a regular dinner and then the cake.”
“Chocolate or vanilla?”
“Chocolate. Chocolate frosting, too,” she said, mentally counting the calories. Tonight she would splurge, but after that she would have to start a strict diet. This morning when she stepped on the scales she weighed 122 pounds, ten pounds over the ideal weight for a jockey. Over the weekend she would have to have a long talk with Carmela and see if they couldn’t come up with a new, low-fat way of eating. Considering Carmela’s new love interest, it seemed reasonable that she would also be interested in losing a few pounds. As for herself, she had two years to lose the weight, but she suspected it would be a struggle because she loved to eat.
She would also have to start some sort of rigorous exercise program to build strength, endurance and power. A good jockey needed to be a good athlete first. Shoemaker had been called one of the greatest athletes ever to sit astride a horse. Laffit Pincay Jr. was built like a miniature Venice Beach muscleman. Nealy had done hard physical labor all her life, so she wasn’t a softy, but she also wasn’t nearly as fit as she needed to be. In the few times she’d raced Stardancer against the stopwatch, she’d learned that it was no easy thing to control a half-ton horse that was flying around the racetrack at forty miles an hour.
“I’m going to take this little cup of coffee with me down to the barn. After you put the kids on the bus, will you please bring me another cup? I’ll be in with Flyby.” She turned in mid-stride. “Oh, and, don’t wear an apron, Carmela.” She winked to make her point. Carmela laughed but nodded. “Happy birthday, Nealy.”
Tessie, still the cook at SunStar Farms, set a platter of blueberry pancakes in the middle of the table. Another platter of bacon and sausage followed, along with a bowl of melted butter and one of warm syrup.
“Today is Nealy’s birthday!” she said, looking boldly down at her employer.
“Is that supposed to mean something to us?” Josh Coleman growled without looking up.
“It means it’s your daughter’s birthday.” When there was no response, she turned her gaze on Pyne and Rhy. “It also means it’s your sister’s birthday.” They, at least, had the good grace to look up. “I’d like to send her a birthday card, but I don’t know where to send it,” she said in spite of the old man’s scowl.
“It’s a day like any other day,” Josh said with a mouth full of food. Tessie could only stare at him. Why she continued to work for the Colemans she didn’t know. Yes, she did. The money. If it wasn’t for the money, more than she could make anywhere else, she would have left a long time ago.
Pyne pushed his plate toward the center of the table and rested his arms on the tabletop. “How long’s it been now, seven years, eight? I’ve lost count.” He paused for a moment, then continued in a sad voice. “All I know is that Nealy was what made this farm work. She had the touch. I know it, Rhy knows it, and you should know it, too, Pa.”
“That’s enough out of you, Pyne. One more word, and you’ll feel the back of my hand. Eat your breakfast and get on down to the barn.”
Pyne started to back his chair away from the table. He didn’t want to be around in case his pa’s temper exploded.
“Pyne’s right, Pa,” Rhy said. “Windstar could have won the Derby if Nealy had worked him. There were a lot of races our horses could have won if Nealy had worked them. Ever since you drove her away, this place has been going downhill. And it isn’t the horses’ fault. God knows you’ve bought the best of the best.”
“Shut up!” the elder Coleman shouted, the veins in his neck bulging. In a fit of rage he upended the table, leftover food, melted butter, and sticky syrup scattering in all directions.
Tessie turned around to see father and sons leave the room at the same time, the elder Coleman in one direction, the two brothers in another. “That’s just dandy,” she grumbled, looking at the mess she now had to clean up. “Just dandy.”
Pyne stormed to the stallion barn ahead of his brother. “I hate his fucking guts,” he shouted, his fists boxing the air. “Why in the hell do we put up with his shit?”
Rhy’s face was alive with rage. “Because we want to inherit this place when he dies.”
“I wish that would be soon. If he keeps working us the way he does, we’ll go before he does.” Pyne slammed his right fist into the palm of his left hand. “I remember Nealy asking me why I let him treat me the way he does, why I didn’t stand up to him and show him what I was made of. I told her it was because I didn’t have her grit, but that’s not true. You just made me realize why . . . we’re greedy bastards. We both put up with his shit because we want his money. I don’t like what that makes us, Rhy. I don’t like it at all.”
“Then leave,” Rhy said, sitting down on a hay bale.
Pyne sat down across from him. “Nealy was the one with the guts,” he said. He leaned forward, rested his elbows on his knees, and looked down at the ground. “I think about her all the time. I think about the way he drove her out, and I think about our part in it.” Terrible regrets assailed him. “I never told you this before, but I don’t think it was a vagrant who attacked our sister. I don’t think she was attacked at all. I think she was sleeping with someone we all know, like maybe Dillon Roland. He was over here a lot back then.”
“Dillon Roland?” Rhy seemed surprised.
“Yeah, old Dilly Dally himself. Don’t you remember? He had himself a whole stable of good-looking girls through high school, and he was always in one kind of trouble or another. He also had a daddy who went around cleaning up after him. I’m not saying he’s the one for sure, Rhy. I’m just speculating.” He got up and meandered over to the first stall. “I sure wish I knew what happened to her. It couldn’t have been easy for her, toting a kid around.”
“If you knew where she was, would you go after her?”
“Yeah, I would,” Pyne said without hesitation. “We never should have let her go in the first place. We may have been just kids ourselves, but we should have stood up to Pa for her.” He leaned his head back and laughed out loud. “Pa thought she’d come crawling back, but I knew she wouldn’t.” He looked out the end of the breezeway. “For months after she left, I’d see him looking down the road. Even now, after all these years, I catch him staring at the road with a funny look on his face. This morning before you came into the kitchen, I caught him looking at the calendar.” When Rhy gave him a doubting look, Pyne nodded. “Yeah, I did. The son of a bitch remembered it was her birthday. Now, I’m going to ask you the same question you asked me. Would you fetch her back if you knew where she was?”
“No. Wherever she is, it has to be better than here. God knows anything would be better than here. Maybe she’ll get in touch with us someday. I’d like to see how she turned out, her and the kid.”
“Emmie,” Pyne said. “The kid’s name is Emmie. And she wasn’t a half-wit.”
“I know that. Look, for whatever it’s worth, I’m sorry I said the things I did to her. I was just sick and tired of Pa being mad at Nealy and taking it out on me. As for . . . Emmie . . . she was actually a smart little kid, but what I could never figure out was if she could cry, why couldn’t she talk? There was nothing wrong with her vocal cords.” He shrugged. “Hey, come on, we’ve got work to do.”
Pyne nodded and looked through the breezeway to the road. “Happy birthday, Nealy, wherever you are,” he said gruffly.
“Yeah, happy birthday, sis,” Rhy said.
Nealy made the rounds one last time before heading up to the house for dinner. She stopped at Stardancer’s stall to give him loving pats to his back. “Flyby and me, we had a good day today, big guy. He’s doing better than I have any right to expect. He’s got heart, that son of yours.” She rubbed Stardancer’s sleek neck and felt him relax. “I’ve been wondering,” she whispered, “how’s it going to look, me being the owner, trainer, and jockey to Flyby? I know there’s no rule that says I can’t be all those things, but that’s not going to stop people from making a fuss.” She hugged the big horse. “I’ve got so much to learn. So very, very much. I pray every night that I don’t foul things up.” Stardancer whickered as if to tell her everything would be all right. She threw her arms around his neck and hugged him. “What would I do if I didn’t have you to talk to, huh? C’mon now, show me you understand everything I just said.”
When Stardancer bobbed his head up and down, Nealy laughed. She knew the horse didn’t really understand. He was just reacting to the tone of her voice and her own body gestures. Still, it was fun to pretend that he did. “See you in the morning, big boy. Don’t you open this gate either, Stardancer. You can visit Little Lady and Flyby through your stall window.” She wagged her finger at him.
Stardancer whinnied. It sounded like laughter to Nealy’s ears.
Nealy’s good humor turned sour when she opened the kitchen door. There were no fragrant smells, no cake sitting on the table, no dinner cooking on the stove. And on top of that, Emmie and Buddy were nowhere in sight. She looked down at her watch. Seven o’clock. “Carmela! Emmie! Buddy!” Damn, where was everyone? She called out a second time and then a third time as she made her way to the living room at the front of the house.
“Surprise!”
Nealy grabbed the back of an armchair and blinked at the crowded room.
Emmie ran up to her. Are you surprised, Mama? she signed, jumping up and down. Smitty did it all. Carmela helped, and so did me and Buddy. Are you happy for your birthday?
Nealy lowered her head and wrapped her arms around her daughter. “I’m more than happy. I’m delirious!” She looked at the crowd of people filling the living room and foyer. “Thank you, I . . . I had no idea . . .”
“That’s why it’s called a surprise party,” Smitty said, coming forward. She was elegant in a fire-engine red ensemble that looked like it had been melted onto her.
When Nealy turned around, she saw even more people spilling into the dining room and hallway. All her employees, and all the temporary ones who had worked for her earlier in the year smiled at her. Even the girls from the Night Gallery were present. Any one of them could have passed for a banker’s secretary. She hugged them all as others shook hands, clapping one another on the back, their faces wreathed in happy smiles.
At the end of the well-wishers’ line, Nealy threw caution to the winds and planted a kiss on Hunt’s lips that rocked him back on his heels.
Smitty watched the exchange and winked at Nealy. “Attagirl,” she said, laughing.
An hour into the party, Smitty whistled for everyone’s attention. “It’s time to give Nealy her present! C’mon,” she said, grabbing Nealy’s hand. “We have to go out on the front porch to see it.” Everyone followed. “It’s from all of us,” she said, opening the door. “Every single person here tonight contributed because no one knew what to give a woman who has everything. We hope you like it. Emmie, honey, turn on the porch lights so your mama can see what love and respect can buy.”
The second the light went on, Nealy gasped.
Emmie tugged on her mother’s arm to get her attention. Do you like it, Mama?
Nealy stared openmouthed at a life-size sculpture of Flyby. “Oh, honey, what’s not to like? I love it,” she squealed.
Smitty walked down the steps, waving her arms this way and that. “This is our way of saying we know he’s going to be successful when he makes his run for the roses. We didn’t have enough time to get it cast in bronze before your birthday, so it has to go back. But only temporarily.”
Nealy’s hands framed her face as she said, “I don’t know what to say. It’s . . . it’s . . .” She swiped at her eyes with the sleeve of her flannel shirt.
“Nealy Diamond speechless! Now I’ve seen everything,” Hunt quipped. “Let’s drink a toast to Flyby. And then a toast to Nealy to celebrate her birthday!”
“Hear, hear!”
Nealy turned around to face her friends and employees. A smile trembled over her lips. “I swear, this is the best birthday ever. Thank you. Thank you all for everything.”
At eleven o’clock, as soon as Nealy had said her thank-yous to the last guest, she sat down cross-legged on the front porch to stare at the sculpture of Flyby.
“That’s quite a statue,” she said, cocking her head from right to left to view it from different angles. “It looks just like him, every detail. How’d the artist do it?”
“Smitty told me to take a picture of Flyby and that the artist would do the rest. I wish you could have seen me. I’m not much of a photographer. Luckily for me that horse is a ham. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he actually posed for me. Anyway, the picture was all the sculptor needed. She worked around the clock to get it to this stage for your birthday. When it’s finished it will be magnificent. We thought you might want to use it to build a sort of monument at the farm’s entrance.”
“That’s a great idea, Hunt. I love it. But . . . What if Flyby doesn’t win the Derby?”
“Are you kidding, Nealy? He can’t lose. Not with you training and riding him.”
Nealy turned her gaze on Hunt and was taken aback by the deep emotion she saw shining in his eyes. The possibility that he was in love with her both excited her and frightened her. “I . . . I hope you’re right,” she stuttered.
“Nealy, I want you to know . . . I mean, I think you should know . . .” He threw up his hands in exasperation. “I’m making a real mess of this,” he said, standing up.
Nealy reached for Hunt’s hand and let him help pull her up. When he took her into his arms, she didn’t resist. Instead, she gave herself up to the moment. She felt his hands in her hair as he pulled her to him, felt his lips against hers. Sweet and gentle, hot and demanding. A kiss that demanded other things.
“Oh, Nealy. There’s so much I want to say to you. So much I want to do . . .”
“Then say it and do it,” she whispered against his lips.
He pulled back from her to look into her eyes. “Are you sure?”
“I’m absolutely positive.”
“Where?” he whispered huskily. “The barn?”
“No. No,” she said, aching for his touch. “The manager’s house, your house.”
A long time later, with the fire reduced to smoldering embers, Hunt groaned as he nestled Nealy more comfortably in his arms. In the whole of his life he had never felt what he was feeling now. He forgot she was his boss, forgot everything but the woman in his arms. He wanted to say something to her, something to let her know what he was feeling, but the words wouldn’t come. He sighed when Nealy burrowed deeper into the nest of his arms. “Is it all right not to talk, just to feel?” he whispered into her sweet-smelling hair.
Nealy sighed. “Ummmm.”
“Are you cold? The fire is dying down.” He shifted his weight until she was stretched out alongside him. He loved the feel of her naked body against his, loved the feel of her warm skin against his hands. He wanted her. Again.
His mouth was gentle, his touch delicate, as he explored and caressed. He could feel her passion quicken, and he calmed her with his touch and soothed her with words known only to lovers.
He was gentle, so very gentle, evoking in her a golden warmth that spread through her loins and tingled her toes. His movements were familiar, reassuring, his touch on her naked breasts light and lingering.
He gentled her with a sure touch and a soft voice, quieting her whimper with his mouth and yet evoking moans of passion with his caress. When passion flamed again, it burned as pure as the fire that had warmed them earlier.
Hunt cradled Nealy in his arms, his expression full of awe. Nealy had matched his ardor, and without reservation given herself totally to him. How beautiful she was in the dim glow of the room, how gentle she could be, and then she could become a raging riptide, swirling and crushing his volcanic outpourings until the molten lava and thundering waters were a marriage of one.
Nealy’s last conscious thought before closing her eyes was to wonder if she was falling in love with Hunter Clay.
And then they slept, entwined in each other’s arms.
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Nealy looked across the front pasture, shielding her eyes from the early-morning sun. How many times had she stood here like this savoring the sounds emanating from the barns, smelling the clover, staring at the diamondlike droplets of early-morning dew on the velvety bluegrass Kentucky was known for? Hundreds? Thousands?
She jammed her hands into her pockets to stop them from trembling. Tomorrow, the first Saturday in May, was the day she’d knocked herself out for these last two years. Kentucky Derby Day at Churchill Downs. Tomorrow she would fulfill her promise to Maud and make her Derby-winning dream come true. And tomorrow Nealy herself would go down in history as the first female trainer to ride a Kentucky Derby winner.
She refused even to consider the possibility that she might not win because she knew she would. Flyby was ready. She was ready.
Nealy reached into her shirt pocket for her cigarettes and had to laugh at herself when she found it empty. Of course it was empty. She’d given up smoking over two years ago when she’d started her fitness program. Clasping her hands in front of her, she fought back the urge to go running down to the barns to ask one of the grooms for a cigarette. Smoking was forbidden anywhere near the barns, but there was a small area close to the largest where smoking was permitted.
At the sight of a television van parking along the fence outside the gate, Nealy forgot about her desire for a cigarette. Months ago Smitty had warned her that the closer it got to Derby Day, the more pressure the media would put on her to do interviews. “Get used to it,” she said, “you’re unique because you’re the owner, trainer, and the rider of a Derby entrant, and you’re also a female. That makes you big news, honey.”
Nealy had done her history homework and knew the names of the three women who had trained Derby horses. In 1937 Mary Hirsch’s horse, No Sir, finished thirteenth. Mrs. Albert Roth’s 1949 entry, Seneca Coin, hadn’t finished at all. The Derby of 1965 recorded Mary Keim as the trainer of the sixth-place horse, Mr. Pak.
So far, not a single Derby winner among them. Not even one in the money. But after tomorrow . . .
When a second TV van parked along the fence, Nealy went back inside the house. Thank God she’d had the foresight to hire a twenty-four-hour security service to make sure no one except the employees got past the front gates. Reporters were obnoxious people who popped off questions they had no business asking. Smitty had told her that eventually she would have to talk to them, and Nealy had said she would . . . after she won the Derby.
In spite of her silence and reclusiveness, the newspapers had run numerous articles about her. It was no surprise that Jack and Wiley Carney were the two men the reporters quoted most. Jack accused her of breaking every unwritten rule that applied to the Derby. “She thumbs her nose at the establishment,” he told one of the papers. “She hasn’t done one single thing according to the book, and she’s getting away with it because she’s a woman!”
Nealy had figured that Jack would eventually find a way to get even with her for firing him and his son, but she’d thought he would do something more sneaky and underhanded than just bad-mouthing her to the media.
She’d been lucky, too, that so far Smitty’s dire predictions of digging up her past had not come true. But tomorrow was another day.
Hunt came into the kitchen just as Nealy sat down to drink her second cup of coffee. Not a day went by that she didn’t congratulate herself on hiring Hunt. He was a stickler about legalities. There was no doubt in her mind that he could recite every rule and requirement listed in the Jockey Club’s American Stud Book.
“I saw the TV vans out in front,” he said.
“That’s why I came back in the house, so they wouldn’t see me.”
“You won’t be able to get away from them after the race, you know.”
“I won’t want to then.”
Hunt finished pouring himself a cup of coffee and sat down across from her. “Any doubts about tomorrow?”
“Not a one,” she said without hesitation.
He smiled at her and winked. “You should be proud of yourself, Nealy. You’re paving the way for other women who want to be in the Thoroughbred horse business.”
Nealy wrapped her hands around her coffee cup, the weight of responsibility heavy on her small shoulders. “I’m getting really jittery, Hunt.”
“You!” His voice rose in feigned surprise. “I don’t believe it.” He gave her a sideways look. “I heard on the early news that Knight Wing was scratched. Sid Calloway, his owner, didn’t say what the problem was.”
Nealy frowned. “That’s too bad,” she said with all sincerity. “From what I’ve seen Knight Wing is a good horse. And thanks for changing the subject, but it won’t do any good. These are serious jitters. You’d be jittery, too. Most of it is because of those . . . people,” she mumbled. His look of question prompted her to explain. “You know, Jack, Wiley, people like them. Why do they want to see me fail, Hunt? Because I didn’t follow their methods? Because I disregarded a few silly rules? Or because I’m a woman, and I’m upsetting the status quo?”
“Probably a little of all three,” he answered, setting down his coffee cup. “But you have to rise above it, Nealy. You have to stop thinking about all that garbage. You have a single purpose here. Don’t deviate by word or deed. You’re in the clear. I checked on Flyby during the night. Stardancer, too. They’re picking up on your anxiety. Knock it off, or you’re going to be in big trouble tomorrow. Maybe you need a couple of laps around the track with Charlie. He’s as hyper as you are.”
“I know,” she said, sighing. “Give me a couple of hours, and I’ll get a handle on it. I thought I would go over to the cemetery and . . .”
“Talk to Maud and Jess?” He stood up and put his hand on the back of her chair. “Go.”
Nealy put her hands on the table and pushed herself to her feet. “Make sure nobody disturbs me, okay? I’ve got a lot of talking to do.”
“Not a problem. Talk all you want but keep track of the time. We’ve got a lot to do today.”
Hunt walked Nealy outside and watched her walk across the acreage. God, she was just a tiny little thing, a little over a hundred pounds soaking wet. And yet she had magic running through that small body. Magic only animals understood. Why was she the one? What made her different? Even his father knew and understood Nealy’s magic.
In that one split second he realized just how deep his love for Nealy went.
“You’re up early, Smitty,” Hunt said as he accepted the cup of coffee she held out. His third of the morning.
“I couldn’t sleep. The whole media fiasco,” she said, pointing toward the front of the property, where a dozen or more vans and cars were now parked alongside the fence. “This whole thing has knocked the stuffing out of me. Not to mention pissed me off. Why can’t they leave her alone? Why do they have to hunt and peck and dig and poke? Do you know who I saw at the store in Frankfort yesterday? Sylvia Goldstein, that’s who. She stopped me in the parking lot and asked me if Nealy was serious about riding Flyby herself. I told her Nealy was very serious and that she and her husband might as well scratch their entry because he didn’t have a chance. She tried to look offended in her designer duds, but I wasn’t buying it. Nothing offends that woman. When are we heading out for Louisville?”
“Around midnight. Even if we drive slowly, we’ll be there by one o’clock. We don’t want to get there any earlier. Nealy doesn’t want to give anything away.”
“Funny,” Smitty said. “Before we made the announcement that Nealy was going to ride Flyby in the Derby, the media didn’t pay any attention to them. Not even at Santa Anita. I imagine they’re kicking themselves sideways for scratching them as a flash in the pan.” Smitty clasped her hands in front of her. “They are going to win, aren’t they, Hunt? Have you heard the morning line yet?”
“To answer your first question, yes, they’re going to win. To answer the second, Flyby is a long shot at eighteen to one. No reason to think that will change.”
Smitty started to cough and sputter as she gasped, “Eighteen to one!” Hunt thumped her on the back until she could pull herself together. “If we play our cards right and they don’t decrease the odds, we could become overnight millionaires. I’m laying down a bundle, and so is Carmela. How about you?”
“Only every cent I’ve got to my name. What do you think of the nineteen-horse field? I heard Sid scratched his horse. Is there even one colt that can give Flyby some serious competition?”
Smitty tossed the rest of her coffee onto the ground. “Maybe one or two. My feeling is they aren’t as good as the hype I’ve been hearing.”
“One of them being Nightstar, the Coleman horse from SunStar Farms?” At Smitty’s nod, Hunt said, “He’s a fireball at the gate, but I don’t think he’ll be able to maintain his speed in the stretch. Ricky Vee is on him, but a jockey is only as good as the horse he’s riding. Leisure Boy, the Dillon Roland horse, is on a par with Nightstar. His trainer is okay but no great shakes. I don’t much care for his jockey either.” The honking of a horn interrupted him. He turned around. “You going out there to talk to that pack of ghouls?”
Smitty gritted her teeth. “I suppose. Otherwise, they might get unruly and storm the gates. But I think I’ll make them wait a little while, until it warms up some more, to about ninety. I want to see them all wilted and snarly.”
“Well, be careful, and don’t let them get to you,” he cautioned.
“Trust me, they won’t get within three yards of me. I’m taking my cattle prod, and if they get too close, I’ll hold it up and threaten them.” To demonstrate, she raised her arms and shook it threateningly.
Hunt pretended to look frightened. “You’ve got me scared.”
“Nothing like a cattle prod to give a woman a sense of power. Now, Carmela, she doesn’t need a prod. That lady has a mouth on her that would burn rubber, and she uses it, but only to protect Nealy. Speaking of Nealy,” she said, “is she as nervous this morning as she was last night?”
“Uh-huh, but she’ll be fine. She went over to the cemetery to have a nice long talk with Maud and Jess.”
Smitty gave Hunt a thumbs-up and walked back to the office. She knew he was in love with Nealy. Everybody who worked on the farm knew it. Hunt wasn’t very good at keeping his feelings off his face. Nealy, however, had a poker face. You almost never knew what she was thinking until she told you . . . if she told you.
Reflecting on her conversation with Hunt, she wondered if Nealy had told him anything about her past . . . that tomorrow she would be running for the roses not only against her own father but against Emmie’s father. If that wasn’t enough to make a body nervous, she didn’t know what was. Smitty sighed. Sometimes she wished she didn’t know as many secrets as she did.
She looked at her watch. She’d wait until around noon to go out to beard the hordes of tabloid reporters and legitimate journalists. She checked her outfit in the mirror behind the door and gave herself a nod of approval. She’d taken extra pains today with her grooming and dress, knowing she would have the media to contend with. The scarlet-leather skirt Nealy referred to as rubber clung to her ample curves. The matching silk blouse showed more curves and a deep cleavage. The short flight jacket trimmed in gold was eye-boggling, as were the dangling earrings that tinkled when she walked. She lowered her head and shook her hair before she pawed through it with her fingers. It stood out from her head like a bush.
Charlie in her arms, Nealy walked to the barn. Just one more day. She shrugged. “We’re okay, Charlie,” she said, cuddling the little dog. “That talk with Maud and Jess helped a lot. I’m centered now and ready to take on the world. Even my father. Today will be the first time I’ve seen him in years. But thanks to Maud and Jess, he can’t hurt me anymore. I wonder if Pyne and Rhy will be there. Of course, they will. As for the esteemed Mr. Dillon Roland, aka Mr. Son-of-a-bitch, I doubt he’ll even recognize me. And if he does, so what? I’m beyond his threats.” Charlie licked her face. “That’s right, Charlie, and what I need to do is concentrate on one thing and one thing only: Flyby. Now scamper over there and let Flyby know things are okay. I want to spend a few minutes with Stardancer.” She moved out of the sunlight into the shade of the breezeway and heard Stardancer whicker to Little Lady through the wrought-iron bars on her stall. “Stardancer, dammit, you promised to stay in your stall until I could come and get you. You have to stop doing stuff like this. You make me nuts sometimes.” Hands on hips, Nealy walked toward the stallion. “What do you think you’re doing, big guy? C’mere,” she said, coaxing him toward her with a mint.
Nealy leaned against the stall door, watching the stallion as he chewed the mint, then rolled back his lips in ecstasy. She giggled, her voice low and calm, then handed him over to Danny to take out to the paddock.
As soon as he was out of sight, Nealy opened Little Lady’s stall. “Come on, Mama, let’s hit it,” she said, unlatching the door. The mare stood still while Nealy haltered her. Then the two of them left the stall and walked side by side through the breezeway. Nealy grinned from ear to ear as she watched Charlie scampering ahead. He yipped and yapped and almost turned himself inside out in his excitement.
Just yesterday Smitty had told her Nightstar’s barn buddy was a chicken named Rosalie and that Leisure Boy had bonded with a pygmy goat named Lucille. She snorted. A dog, at least, was respectable. Charlie helped to make things work.
Nealy took a deep breath and realized she was calm. She held out her hands to see if they trembled. Not a tremor. “Yesssss.”
Flyby whinnied as Nealy and Little Lady passed his paddock. Because she couldn’t risk any chances of injury, she had Danny put him in a paddock by himself today. As always, the sight of him made her heart skip a beat. God, how she loved him. She knew in her gut he would run until he dropped if that was what she wanted. He could do the mile and a quarter and barely break a sweat. Aside from the word beautiful, the only word to describe him that came to mind was magnificent.
Like his sire, he had developed into an impressive-looking horse that stood at 16.3 hands, slightly taller than Stardancer. Even standing still he gave off an aura of power and speed. His bright chestnut coat gleamed in the sun, reminding Nealy of Emmie’s penny.
She could tell by looking at him that he knew something was different today. The routine he’d lived by for the past two years was suddenly over. Day in and day out, from the moment his training began, without missing a day, Nealy had talked to him as she would to a human being—told him what she was doing, what she expected from him—and he seemed to understand. And always, at the end of the day, there were rewards, the apple, the mint, Charlie barking his approval, and then what she called her cuddle time . . . time she spent in his stall sitting in the corner and talking, sometimes laughing, sometimes crying as she shared her joys and miseries.
After tomorrow it would all be over, all the hard work, the sleepless nights, the worry and fretting.
“Nealy, I brought you another cup of coffee,” Hunt said, coming up behind her. “The crowd out by the road is growing. It might not be a bad idea for you to go out there and give an interview or say a few words.”
“Why?”
“So your words are on record. Pick one of the reporters, invite him or her into the house, and have Smitty tape it. That will eliminate any misquotes.”
“I wouldn’t know what to say, Hunt.”
“Say what’s in your heart. Tell them why you and only you could ride Flyby.”
She took a deep breath and gave him a pained look. “They probably think it’s all about money. But it isn’t. It was never about the money. It’s about a promise, a payback, and proving that I was put on this earth for a reason.”
Hunt wiped a speck of dirt off her cheek with his thumb. “Then that’s what you should tell them.”
“They don’t care about that stuff,” she scoffed. “All they want to do is ask who I am and where I came from. And how a nobody like me became the heir to one of the biggest Thoroughbred breeding farms in Kentucky.”
For a moment Hunt said nothing. His gaze drifted past Nealy to the barns beyond. “Maybe you should tell them.”
Nealy gasped. “It’s none of their business. It’s nobody’s business but my own.”
“Yes, but better you tell them and set them straight with the facts than let them find it out on their own and exaggerate the truth.” He playfully punched her chin. “Just think about it, that’s all I ask.”
“Are there any women reporters out there?” Nealy queried, getting up.
“I’m sure there are.”
Hand in hand, they walked out of the barn. Nealy squinted into the sunshine. There was so much she wanted to say to Hunt, but now wasn’t the time. As Jess had always said, “Why mess with something when it’s working just fine?” Was she destined to end up like Maud and Jess? Their lives paralleled hers in so many ways. She squeezed his hand. “I have to wonder if I would have made it this far without you and Danny.”
He wanted to tell her no, she wouldn’t have, but it would have been a lie. Nealy didn’t know the meaning of the word fail. It simply wasn’t in her vocabulary. “Of course you would have. Dad and I were just on the periphery. Everything you’ve accomplished, Nealy, you’ve accomplished by yourself. You think Flyby was born to run for the roses, and I think you were, too. I believe that in my heart,” he said, thumping his chest.
“That’s one of the nicest things you’ve ever said to me, Hunt,” she said, smiling up at him, loving him for the very special man he was. No other man would have put up with her stubbornness. She knew she wasn’t an easy person to deal with. Sometimes she could barely deal with herself.
His arm snaked around her back and he pulled her to him. “I’d say a lot more if you’d let me. Like, will you marry me?”
Nealy laughed. “Is that a proposal?”
“Yeah, it is.” He bent his head and touched his lips to her forehead. “What’s your answer?”
Nealy’s stomach fluttered, and she felt light-headed. “Yes . . . but,” she said, pushing back from him just a little, “not right now.” She saw his look of disappointment, and said, “I do love you. I didn’t think it was possible, but you sneaked into my heart. It’s just that . . . I don’t want to rush into anything. Will you wait?”
She knew his answer before he said it.
“I’ll wait, Nealy.”
They headed for the house. In the kitchen Nealy asked, “If I do an interview, should I let them take a picture of Flyby?”
“Why the hell not! It will be on the front page tomorrow morning. If you’re going to do it, do it now, so they can make their deadline. And Nealy, don’t tell them to kiss your ass if they tick you off, okay?”
“I’ll think about it,” she said, standing on tiptoe to kiss the tip of his nose. “By the way, thanks for the silks. But purple? It’s not exactly my color.”
“Purple was Maud’s favorite color,” he said. “Besides, it stands out from all the others.”
“Good thinking!” She kissed him again, this time full on the lips.
Hunt groaned. “You shouldn’t do stuff like that if you can’t carry through.”
“Who says I can’t carry through? We’ve got all day . . . and tonight,” she said, flashing him a big smile. Then she twisted away from him and pressed the intercom on the telephone. “Smitty, you there?”
“Yep, I’m here. What’s up?” she returned.
“Hunt thinks I should pick one of those reporters and give an interview. He said it will make the headlines of the morning paper.”
There was a moment of silence, then, “I think he’s right.”
Nealy looked over at Hunt. “Okay, but only with a female reporter. If she has a cameraman, she can bring him, too, but no one else, got me?”
“Gotcha! I know just the gal. Her name is Dagmar Doolittle.”
When Nealy choked into the speaker, Smitty said, “I swear to God, that’s her name. She’s a big Swede. Hell, she’s bigger than life, and she’s been out there every morning with those vultures. She’ll give you a fair shake if you open up. She has never written a negative thing about you. She just stated facts as she knew them. You want her, she’s yours.”
“Okay, Smitty. Go get her.”
Smitty was right. Dagmar was a big woman, but she was amazingly graceful. She was also refreshingly intelligent, unlike some of the female reporters Nealy had seen on TV. There was a spark in her eyes that Nealy immediately related to.
“To what do I owe the pleasure of this interview?” Dagmar asked, looking as if the ax was about to fall directly on her head.
“You’re a woman. I’m a woman. Smitty tells me you’re fair. I consider myself a fair person, too. I can give you forty-five minutes, so we need to talk fast. I’ll let you take one picture of Flyby providing you put him on the front page of your paper. Smitty is going to tape the interview so there won’t be any misquotes. If you’re okay with that, we can move right along. Let’s be clear on one thing, this is about a horse, his rider, his owner, and his trainer. It is not about my personal life. Okay?”
“Absolutely. What are my chances of getting an exclusive in the winner’s circle when they drape your horse with the blanket of roses?”
Nealy laughed, the sound ricocheting off the walls of the kitchen. “The interview is yours because you said ‘when’ not ‘if.’ You get the Preakness and the Belmont if I run Flyby, too. Deal?”
“Deal.”
“What the hell kind of name is Dagmar Doolittle?”
“You don’t want to know, honey. Maybe sometime when I know you a little better, we can share secrets.”
“Don’t count on it,” Nealy and Smitty said in chorus.
15
Derby Day!
Nealy sucked in her breath and moved quickly. She hadn’t had one moment to herself since she, Hunt, and Danny had pulled in at the back gate of Churchill Downs at two-thirty that morning. From then on she’d had an endless stream of things to do, not the least of which was getting Flyby and Stardancer comfortably settled in their assigned stalls in barn number twenty-six.
Now, finally, everything was done. Flyby and Stardancer were resting from their midnight run from the media hounds and would soon enjoy a good breakfast of clean white oats. Nealy had brought Stardancer along to be Flyby’s lead pony. Normally only geldings escorted the runners in the post parade, but because of Flyby and Stardancer’s unusual relationship, father and son got special permission to ride together to the post. Another unorthodox note in the long list of unorthodox notes.
From there on in, the horses could be left in Danny’s capable hands. He still had to brush away the accumulated sawdust from the trailer ride, bathe them both, then braid Stardancer’s mane and tail with purple and white ribbons. It was a long-standing Derby tradition for the lead ponies to be decked out in their finest livery.
During the ride to the track, Nealy and Hunt had talked about taking Flyby out to the track for a morning workout, but decided against it because of the media. Instead she would walk him around the barns, talking to him softly, trying to explain what these new goings-on were all about. Later she swore he understood everything she said.
With Charlie leashed and at her feet, Nealy hurried down the length of the long shed row toward the racetrack. These few minutes, just prior to sunup, might be her only chance to get a good look at the famed twin spires of the venerable Churchill Downs.
Mist rose from the tubs of warm water the grooms were carrying to bathe their charges. A cat meowed, and a hen clucked. The smells of leather and liniment, straw and manure filled the air. A wonderful memory to tuck away and cherish.
Then she saw it. Churchill Downs. The white spires shone like beacons in the predawn light. A light breeze moved the American flag that rose over the rooftop. She looked upward into the grandstand and imagined it as it would be later that afternoon, filled with more than a hundred thousand people. The thought made her feel light-headed and weak in the knees.
The sound of thundering hooves caught her attention. She looked to the left and saw a dappled gray horse galloping out of the clubhouse turn, toward her. She smiled as she watched him race past. Steam rose in foot-high vapors off his heated shoulders. Whoever he was, he was a plucky little colt, 15.3 hands max, with legs barely long enough to keep his tail off the ground. Yet he didn’t lack for speed, and Nealy knew he would be a serious contender.
As of late the previous night, Flyby was still a long shot, though the odds had dropped from eighteen to one to ten to one. “A crackerjack colt,” the evening paper had called him. “Owned, bred, and trained by Cornelia Diamond, whose unorthodox training methods have shaken the Thoroughbred racing world.”
The media certainly had made a big deal about her being Flyby’s trainer, even more than being his jockey. “Female trainer makes a run at history,” one banner line read. “When Cornelia Diamond makes her run for the roses, she’ll be challenging a male-dominated tradition.” Nealy sighed. What could she expect? Horse training, like horse breeding, was dominated by testicles. And that made today’s race all the more exciting.
If the reporters’ estimations were right, thousands of women in the stands and at home would be watching her, rooting for her. By winning the world’s most famous horse race, she would knock down yet one more door that had been previously closed to women.
Watching the dappled gray colt head into the quarter mile stretch made her positively itch to get into the saddle and get out on the track.
Hunt was sitting on a bench between Flyby’s and Stardancer’s stalls when she returned. She smiled as she waved her arms airily to show what she thought of her magnificent surroundings.
“How are they doing?” she asked.
“Better than me,” Hunt answered. “Flyby’s taking everything in stride. Absolutely nothing ruffles him. Nothing. You’ve trained him well, Nealy. He’s the most adaptable horse I’ve ever seen.” Hunt folded up the newspaper he had been reading and handed it to her. “There’s going to be a lot of bullshit going down once people read this.”
Briefly, their eyes met, but she couldn’t read his expression. Resigned to seeing another embarrassing banner line, she slowly opened the paper, and gasped. “My God,” she whispered, staring at the front page picture of Flyby. “This is . . . I mean it’s . . . my God! It’s the whole front page!”
“I’d say that woman who interviewed you really delivered the goods, wouldn’t you?”
Still overwhelmed, Nealy could only nod.
Hunt laughed. He could count on one hand the times he’d seen Nealy speechless.
“Look at him, Hunt,” she said, turning the paper back around for him to see. “Look at the way he’s looking at the camera. What a ham. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear he was smiling.” Seeing the agreement in Hunt’s eyes, she started to howl with laughter. “Tell me he isn’t one kick-ass horse, Hunt. Tell me.”
“He’s one kick-ass horse, Nealy,” he said, beaming up at her. “But if you think that’s great, wait until you read the article. You won’t believe it. I think you finally found an ally, maybe even a crusader.”
Nealy folded the paper up and stuck it under her arm. “I’m not going to read it. At least not now. This is enough for me. More than enough. I love it, absolutely love it.” Brows knitting, she glanced up and down the length of the shed row. “Where’s your dad? And isn’t it about time Smitty and Carmela got here with the kids?”
“They came while you were gone, and Dad took them out to breakfast. They’ll be back in a little while. Wait until you see them.... Carmela and Smitty are wearing big, floppy hats with flowers and birds and the whole nine yards. I wouldn’t be surprised if Smitty isn’t carrying a lace hankie. And Emmie looks . . . well let’s just say she looks like an angel.” He leaned forward and grabbed her hand. “Sit down here with me. I have a feeling that as soon as that paper starts to circulate, there’s going to be some curiosity seekers wanting to get a close-up look at you and Flyby.”
Nealy leaned her back against the wall. “Wherever Maud and Jess are, I sure hope they’re watching today. Do you believe in the afterlife, Hunt?”
He leaned back, too. “I don’t know. I never thought much about it,” he said, yawning. “As soon as my dad gets back, let’s leave him in charge and head out for the hotel. He slept all the way here, so he’s rested; but I’m beat, and I’ll bet you are, too.”
Thank God for Hunt. He was forever thinking about her wants and needs. He took better care of her than she did herself. “Sounds good to me. Meantime, Charlie and I want to have a little heart-to-heart with Flyby. Come on, Charlie,” she said, patting her knees for him to jump up.
Nealy listened as the announcer’s voice came over the speakers. “None of the horses running today have gone a mile and a quarter, and except for those going on to the Belmont, none of these horses will ever go the mile and a quarter again. When you handicap a race, you usually look backward to see the best performance. Not so with the Derby. You have to anticipate who is going to run their best race today . . . for that reason Celebration, General Don, Phil’s Choice, and Texas Rich still have their best shot yet to fire.
“Phil’s Choice is not the favorite on this first Saturday in May, but he’s made it here, and that’s all that matters. His owner is said to have made a nasty wisecrack to Cornelia Diamond at Santa Anita. He apologized, but Ms. Diamond would have none of it. She said her horse had more class and breeding than Phil’s Choice or his owner.”
“This is it, Nealy,” Hunt announced, briefly taking her into his arms and hugging her. “Twenty-four minutes to post time. You look great. Purple is definitely your color.”
“And yours,” she said, referring to his coordinated shirt and cap.
“Nealy, I’m going to wish you luck even though I know you don’t need it,” Danny Clay said. His eyes were shiny and bright. She suspected unshed tears. She nodded as she bit down on her lip.
“I wouldn’t be standing here if I didn’t believe you and Flyby were going to win. Trust in him to know what to do. Give him his head and let him go would be my advice.”
Nealy was shocked when he threw his arms around her and gave her a squeezing hug. She returned it.
Carmela and Smitty came forward, all smiles. Nealy grinned at their attire. They were the picture of Louisville’s society ladies, with their crisp linen suits, wide-brimmed straw hats, and bow-trimmed shoes.
“Take this for luck,” Smitty said, handing her a lace-trimmed hankie. “It was my mother’s, and she was one lucky old lady.”
Carmela stepped up to the plate and hugged Nealy. “Maud and Jess would be so proud of you,” she whispered. “I’m proud of you, too.”
Nealy swallowed.
Emmie and Buddy were next. Nealy hugged them both to her, then stepped back to talk with her fingers. What do you say when this is over, we take a long vacation and go to Disney World ?
They broke into wide smiles and hugged her again.
Emmie’s fingers said, See you in the winner’s circle, Mom.
Count on it, baby!
The announcer’s voice boomed over the PA system. “Riders up!” was the call in the paddock. Nineteen jockeys mounted their colts and got ready for the walk underneath the main stands and out into the sunshine in front of 151,000 people.
Nealy gave Hunt a quick kiss. “I love you,” she said.
“I love you, too.” He gave her a hand and helped her settle into the irons. “This is it, Nealy. God, my heart is pumping so hard it feels like it’s going to bust right out of my chest. Does yours feel like that?”
“It did, but I’m calmer now.”
The bugle sounded. “The moment is at hand,” the announcer blared into the microphone.
Nealy mounted Flyby and walked behind Leisure Boy and Nightstar, the favorites to win. Her eyes narrowed slightly when she saw Ricky Vee look at her sharply. She smiled. The walk was longer than she thought it would be, under the main stand and out into the bright sunshine. The roar of the crowd thundered in her ears.
“We’re now bringing you a live look at the walkover that starts in the barn and then goes out onto the track. Here comes Flyby with his owner/trainer/jockey, Cornelia Diamond, along with the Blue Diamond Farms manager, Hunter Clay. A little while ago we tried to get a few words with Ms. Diamond, but we weren’t successful. As the only female jockey riding today, she opted to stay away from the jockey room and the media. She’s wearing purple silks, her mother’s favorite color. Her mother, by the way, was the late Maud Diamond of Blue Diamond Farms, a two-time Derby winner. As another point of interest, and a first-time-ever occurrence, Flyby is being escorted out onto the track by his sire, Stardancer. Flyby is Stardancer’s only colt, but after today his stud services may be in great demand.”
Riding next to Nealy, on Stardancer, Hunt listened as the announcer rattled off the gate numbers. Flyby was in fifteen. Three of the last five Derby winners had rocketed out of that same gate. Today would make four. His mind raced as he imagined how the race would be run. Serendipity would go to the front early, and that could be a negative because there was going to be a lot of other speed in the race. Vegas Heat was the mystery horse, with the best jockey in the world riding him. Saturday’s Warrior won the Breeders Cup Juvenile with odds of thirty to one. He had an excellent pedigree for the mile and a quarter. He could save valuable ground on the first turn if he ran true to form. Nightstar, Flyby’s biggest competitor, was bred to go long.
Would Phil’s Choice be able to make the distance? He wasn’t a long-distance runner. Saturday’s Warrior was a month of May foal and the youngest horse in the race. He had four starts and three wins. Did he have a chance? General Don had a terrific stride, but he’d lost out to Vegas Heat in the Blue Grass in front of 145,000 fans. Celebration had everything going against him today. He hadn’t won a graded stakes. Still, if he picked up his feet, he might make a respectable finish.
Hunt mopped at his sweaty brow. He asked himself the question every owner, every trainer, and every jockey were asking themselves right this minute: How was the winner going to get to the finish line? Speed. A lot of speed. Crusader and Serendipity were going to get out early, with Texas Rich coming out of seventeen. Trying to get positioned right behind him would be Leisure Boy, Phil’s Choice, Saturday’s Warrior, and General Don. By the time they made the backstretch, the front runners would be getting a little tired. Leisure Boy would come up on the inside and Phil’s Choice on the outside. Saturday’s Warrior would be right there, too. At the top of the lane Saturday’s Warrior and Leisure Boy would slug it out, and Phil’s Choice would start to drift. Then Flyby would make his move, with Nightstar making a run for the rail. As they hit the finish line, it would be Flyby taking over and Leisure Boy chasing but unable to keep up. Nightstar and Saturday’s Warrior would be in there for second place with a photo finish.
Nealy looked across at Hunt. “What’s the matter? You look a little green around the edges. Is something wrong?”
He licked his dry lips. “I just ran the race in my head.”
Nealy laughed. “Flyby won, of course.”
“By three lengths.”
“Wow!” She leaned over and wrapped her arms around Flyby’s neck. “Did you hear that, boy? You won by three lengths.”
“Six minutes to post time,” the announcer called out. Nealy listened. His words seemed to run together. “The late Native Dancer was a horse with thunder in his stride and victory in his heart.” There was a pause, then, “The one name that’s been heard around the world is Flyby. At this minute he’s as famous as his owner, trainer, and jockey. Here at Churchill Downs we’re calling her a phenomenon. The big question is, will she win the Run for the Roses? Ladies and gentlemen, please rise for the playing of ‘My Old Kentucky Home.’ ”
When the last note sounded, Nealy leaned over, and whispered in Flyby’s ear, “Do your best! That’s all I ask.”
One by one the horses were led into their gates. The sound of the metal door clanging shut behind them echoed in Nealy’s ears. The number 13 horse put up a fuss, and extra help was needed to get him into the gate.
When it was Flyby’s turn, Nealy gave Hunt a wink, then rode into the gate unassisted. “Good boy, Flyby, you’re such a gentleman.”
Four more horses to go.
Nealy pressed down in the irons and prepared herself for that most important moment when the gate would open. “I’m saying a prayer, boy,” she whispered. “For both of us.”
One minute to go.
“Maud,” she whispered, “this would be a good time for you to let me know you’re watching this. Some little thing, a breeze on my cheek, a sound, something,” she said, holding out her hand, palm up. A heartbeat later she stared into her open hand. A bright shiny penny stared up at her. “Dear God.” With seconds to spare, she popped the shiny penny into her mouth and under her tongue.
The bell rang, the gates opened, and the horses flew out.
“And they’re off in the Kentucky Derby!” the announcer roared over the loudspeaker. “Flyby got away cleanly and moved to the left right at the start. Serendipity takes the early lead, and Crusader is on the inside as he challenges early. Celebration is third on the inside, with Nightstar fourth. General Don is fifth and Crusader is in the sixth position. Then comes Phil’s Choice, seventh. On the outside, Texas Rich is eighth and caught wide. Leisure Boy is between horses. As they round the clubhouse turn Crusader moves to the front. Serendipity goes to the outside and challenges Nightstar for position. Saturday’s Warrior in blue and yellow moves up from behind and makes his play. General Don is fifth, with Phil’s Choice tucked in at the rail and sixth at this point. Texas Rich gains speed and challenges Flyby for the first position.”
Nealy couldn’t hear anything except the thundering of hooves beside her and behind her. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Texas Rich gaining ground but wasn’t worried. Flyby hadn’t even begun to show what he could do. Even when Texas Rich passed her, she wasn’t worried.
Nealy bent low over Flyby’s neck to talk to him. “Take it easy, boy, you’ll get your chance. There’s some racing room on the inside. Let’s go for it,” she urged, reining him left, closer to the rail.
Hunt stood at the finish line, watching, praying. Over the crowd’s roar the announcer called out the order. “In the middle of the track comes the favorite, Nightstar, the Coleman horse, and he’s making his run for the roses. On the far outside is Phil’s Choice. General Don swings to the middle of the racetrack. Down the stretch they come in the Derby,” the announcer screamed into the microphone, spurring the crowd to even greater excitement. “Texas Rich takes command by a head. Celebration on the inside. But here comes Flyby with huge strides, gobbling up ground and getting the lead.”
“Go! Go! Go!” Nealy shouted, her heart thumping hard against her chest. She could feel Flyby make his move and knew she was knocking at heaven’s gate.
Hunt slapped his racing form against the rail. “Go baby, go! Go!” he shouted.
The announcer screamed again, “Here comes Crusader, his colors showing the way. On the outside Serendipity is coming off the middle, and here comes Phil’s Choice, but they can’t catch Flyby, who is flying!”
“This is it!” Nealy said, using her voice and hands rather than a whip to let Flyby know what she wanted. “I can smell those roses!” she bellowed at the top of her lungs.
“And it’s Flyby running for the finish, two lengths, four lengths, six lengths ahead. Here’s the finish! Flyby wins by eight lengths and makes racing history for his owner, trainer, and jockey, Cornelia Diamond. What a punch that horse has! Texas Rich gets the place spot.” Nealy stood up in the irons and felt Flyby slow down. He’d won. He’d truly won. The roses belonged to Flyby.
And then she was in the winner’s circle surrounded by her family, track officials, and the media. “How’d it feel, Miss Diamond?”
Nealy looked down at the man holding the microphone. “There’s no other feeling like it in the world,” she told him. “He’s a great horse. I never doubted him for a moment.”
“How did it feel going out?”
“Great. He took off like a rocket. I didn’t push. I was comfortable, and so was he. We just waited for our time, and he found it and knew exactly what to do.”
“What do you have to say to all those people who said you couldn’t do it?”
Nealy stuck her finger under her tongue and pulled out the penny. “I’d say they need to be more open to women involving themselves in the Thoroughbred industry and that they shouldn’t be such stick-in-the-muds where their training methods are concerned. I might be the first, but I sure as hell won’t be the last. Quote me on that.”
The shiny penny clutched in her hand, Nealy watched as the blanket of red roses was draped across Flyby’s withers. “For you, Maud,” Nealy whispered, her eyes filling with tears. “I never break a promise. Tell Jess I hope I made him proud.”
She jumped off Flyby and handed him to his groom.
Minutes later, back at the barn, Hunt threw his arms around Nealy and kissed her soundly. “You’re quite a woman, you know that?”
She blushed.
“I’m so proud of you,” he said, beaming. “What you said in the winner’s circle . . . that was really good, Nealy. You didn’t exactly thumb your nose at them, yet you said what needed to be said.”
The moment Nealy spotted a gaggle of reporters coming toward her, she sent Smitty to fend them off.
“Emmie, come here,” Nealy said, bending to her level. “I have something for you.” She slowly opened the palm of her hand. “Just before the starting gate opened, Maud gave me this to give to you. It came all the way from heaven. I think she wanted you to have it back.”
Tears rolled down Emmie’s cheeks as she reached for the shiny penny.
In spite of Smitty’s efforts, the owners, trainers, and jockeys came one by one to express their congratulations. It was the politically correct thing to do. In turn, Nealy was gracious and polite.
And then came the moment she had dreaded. “Fine horse you got yourself there, Miss Diamond.”
Nealy would have recognized his voice anywhere. She turned, her heart thundering in her chest. She raised her head to look into her father’s eyes and almost fainted in relief. His eyes, once eagle-sharp and bright blue, were now milky white. Cataracts.
“Thank you,” she said gruffly.
“That was a fine race. I didn’t think a girl could do it.”
“You and a lot of others,” she tossed back at him.
“Sassy little gal, ain’t ya? You remind me of someone, but I can’t think who at the moment.”
“I guess I just have a universal personality.”
“Are you taking him to the Preakness?”
“Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” She patted Flyby’s mane. “We’re going for the Triple Crown.”
“I’ll see you there,” Josh Coleman called over his shoulder.
“Look for me in the winner’s circle,” she called after him. She watched him as he walked away and wondered how, after all these years, she could still despise the man. As far as she could see, he hadn’t changed—not in looks and not in manner. Too bad. A change would have done him good.
A gentle breeze carried the scent of a familiar cologne.
“Excuse me, Miss Diamond,” a smooth, sophisticated voice called out.
Nealy whirled around and gasped. Another phantom of her past.
The man extended his hand. “Dillon Roland, Leisure Boy’s owner.” Nealy jammed her hands into her pockets and saw the expression on his handsome face pinch with confusion. “I’m sorry to bother you, but I heard you’re running the Preakness and the Belmont. I am, too. I wanted to meet my competition.”
“If you’ll excuse me, I’m really busy right now.”
“I’d like to do some business with you and was hoping we might arrange a meeting.”
“No thank you,” she answered curtly.
He was incredulous. “I beg your pardon?” he stammered.
Nealy felt a wonderful sense of power. “I said,” she said, looking him straight in the eye, “no thank you. What part of no thank you don’t you understand? It means I’m not interested in doing business with you.”
He stared at her. “May I ask why?” He seemed confused, unwilling to accept the fact that she wasn’t interested in his offer.
“Sure. Your reputation precedes you, that’s why. Now, if you’ll excuse me. . . .”
When he made no move to leave, Nealy wondered if her rudeness hadn’t done more harm than good.
“Have we met before? You look vaguely familiar,” the debonair horse owner said quietly, his expression openly puzzled.
A little familiar? she wanted to ask. We went to bed together, not once but several times. You told me you loved me and that you’d take care of me. Then, when I said I was pregnant, you threatened to blow my head off with your shotgun if I ever told anyone you were the father of my child. “Not that I recall. I think I would remember someone like you,” she said coldly. She turned her back on the man who was her daughter’s father and walked away in search of Hunt.
“Let’s get some food and some sleep, and then let’s get these horses loaded. I want to go home.”
On a cloudy, overcast day in June, Nealy and Flyby rode out of the winner’s circle for the third time, a Triple Crown winner!
“It’s stud heaven for you now, Flyby,” she told him on the way back to the barns. “You never have to run again unless you want to. It’s you and Charlie in the paddock from here on in. You did me proud today. What that means is you’re the best of the best now. There’s only a handful like you in the whole world. Blue Diamond Farms is now on the map. All because of you. Let’s cool you down so we can go home where we belong.”
PART II
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Visually, little had changed at Blue Diamond Farms in the twenty-one years since Flyby brought home the Triple Crown. The Kentucky bluegrass was just as blue, the board fencing just as white, the huge bronze statue of Flyby greeting visitors at the entrance to the farm just as awesome, just as breathtaking.
Wealth and power were everywhere, but the owner paid it no mind. While the outward trappings remained the same, internal family changes had taken place, some for the good, some for the bad.
In late July, following the Triple Crown win, Blue Diamond Farms hosted a second wedding. Nealy and Hunt planned everything to duplicate Maud and Jess’s wedding, right down to the hour they said “I do.” A year later they were blessed with a son they both doted on.
Soon after Nick was born, Carmela went into semiretirement. Until she died five years later, she still cooked from time to time, but the day-to-day business of cooking and cleaning was left to a younger woman who lived off the premises.
Continuing the wedding tradition, Emmie and Buddy joined hands and hearts the year Emmie turned twenty-three. The couple lived happily on the farm in their own home a quarter mile away from the main house. Buddy assisted Hunt in managing the farm, and Emmie worked toward her goal of bringing a second Triple Crown win to Blue Diamond Farms. So far the right colt hadn’t been born, but she remained optimistic.
The next three years brought nothing but sadness and grief. First Stardancer died and was buried in the stallion cemetery, then Charlie died and was buried next to Molly in the pet cemetery. The stonemason carved out an etching of his head crowned by a halo into the marble marker. The third death struck directly at Nealy . . . Hunt suffered a heart attack while haltering Flyby. It was Flyby’s loud whinnies signaling something was wrong that brought Nealy and Nick running, only to discover they were too late.
Danny, Hunt’s father, was so overcome with grief that he’d retired, packed up, and moved out of state. He called from time to time to ask how everyone was doing, but Nealy knew she would never see him again.
Smitty continued to run the business end of the farm with an iron hand. She had been the glue holding everything and everyone together after Hunt’s death. She dried tears, offered her shoulder to cry on, and staunchly stood tall, her own grief hidden. Over the years she had become more to Nealy than just a business manager; she’d become Nealy’s mother, sister, aunt, and best friend.
Life went on and Nick, Hunt and Nealy’s son, turned twenty, and according to Smitty, was the spittin’ image of his pa. He was tall, well over six feet, hard-muscled, sharp-eyed, and as handsome as a new spring colt. But it was his gentle ways, his soft voice, and most of all his special touch with horses that made him the apple of his mother’s eye. She’d always thought Emmie had inherited her touch, but she’d been wrong. She wasn’t wrong about Nick. And for that reason she was convinced that one day he would be the best horse trainer ever to come out of the state of Kentucky and quite possibly the whole United States. Nealy had taught him everything she knew, but there were some things that couldn’t be taught, things that were instinctive. Nick had those instincts.
Physically, the years had been kind to Nealy Coleman Diamond Clay. She was still an attractive woman. Still as healthy and strong as ever. Hardly a day went by that she didn’t take Flyby out for a breeze alongside whatever current pair of two-year-olds were being trained by Emmie and Nick. Even to the casual onlooker, the three of them riding abreast were quite a sight.
When Nealy had first come to Blue Diamond Farms there had been fewer horses in residence, about half of which belonged to Maud and Jess. Now there were 150, and two-thirds belonged to Nealy. In addition to acquiring horses, she had acquired the farm adjoining hers. It included a house, several outbuildings, and another eight hundred acres. This new acreage she used for retired stud horses and mares.
Nealy’s unorthodox methods had made news once again after Flyby’s Triple Crown win when she announced that she would put Flyby to stud only three times during the breeding season, thereby limiting his offspring to three foals a year. Other farms bred their champion stallions considerably more often, but Nealy was of the opinion that this overbreeding compromised the quality of the foals.
Even though Flyby’s foals went for several million dollars each, money was not the goal. Money had never been a goal. It was quality, always quality.
It was spring again in Kentucky and just three weeks until the Kentucky Derby. Nealy sat on the front porch waiting for the sun to rise, coffee cup in hand.
“A penny for your thoughts, Ma.”
She twisted around. “Nick!”
He laughed. “You always act so surprised when I come out here early in the morning to sit with you, but I’ve been doing it for years, ever since . . .”
“Since your dad died,” she finished for him, and saw him nod. “Sometimes I think he’s here with me and that I can hear him talking. It’s just a feeling,” she said, smiling. “There’s nothing ghostly about it. You know what I mean. I still miss him as much as I did those first horrible days.” She grabbed his hand and squeezed it. “He would be so proud of you. Do you miss him, Nick?”
Nick sat down in his father’s old chair. “More than you know. You feel his presence here on the porch, and I feel it in Flyby’s stall.”
Nealy stared at the statue of Flyby out by the front gate and thought about Hunt, of how happy they’d been those first few years and how miserable they’d been later. She sipped her coffee.
“Do you think Grandpa will ever come back?” Nick asked.
“No, I’m afraid not. But be sure you call him every few days to let him know we’re thinking of him.”
“I will.”
“What would you say if I told you I’ve been thinking about taking a vacation?” When she saw her son’s mouth drop open, she couldn’t help but laugh. “I know I’ve shocked you, but I’m serious, and what I want to know is . . . if I decide to go ahead and plan the trip, do you think you and Emmie can handle things here?”
“Ma, I’m not even going to answer that. You should know better than to ask. Where are you going?”
Nealy leaned back in her chair and crossed one leg over the other. “I have no idea. But somewhere. The only time I went anywhere was when I left Virginia to come here and when I took Flyby to his races, but I didn’t even get to see New York the way a tourist would. Hawaii maybe,” she said, shrugging her shoulders. The idea of palm trees and warm beaches sounded very appealing at that moment. “Your dad always wanted to go there, but we never could find the time. He wanted to go to the Orient, too. But that was in the early days of our marriage, and it was always someday.” She stared into her empty coffee cup, thinking of all the things that should have been, could have been but for . . . “Maybe I’ll just go into town and do some shopping,” she said, pulling herself out of her melancholy. “Smitty has a birthday coming up. What do you buy for someone who has everything?”
“Ma, I don’t have a clue. I saw an advertisement in the paper last week for some gift shop in Lexington that sells monogrammed toilet paper.” At Nealy’s look of surprise, he said, “Honest, Ma. Do you think people actually buy stuff like that?” He guffawed. “You could give her a trip to some faraway exotic place. Maybe send her on a cruise. I bet she’d like that. Better yet, why don’t the two of you go together?”
Now it was Nealy’s mouth that dropped open. “That’s a wonderful idea, Nick!” How come she hadn’t thought about that?
Nick scrutinized his mother. “Something’s wrong, Ma. What is it?”
“Nothing,” she said. “I just feel . . . I have this feeling . . . I can’t explain it. I know something bad is about to happen, but since I don’t know what it is, the feeling spooks me. Flyby is all right, isn’t he?”
Nick knew not to discount his mother’s feelings. She had an uncanny knack for predicting things before they happened. “He’s fine.” Nick stood up and clapped his mother on the back. “My mother the seer.” He looked to the east and saw a snip of pink sky showing through the clouds. “It’s going to rain. That’s probably what’s bothering you. I gotta get down to the barns. Let me know if you’re going into town.” He took the porch steps in two strides.
“Why?” Nealy called after him.
He turned around and regarded her with a sideways look. “Because you’re my mother, and I want to know where you go and what you do.”
“That’s my line,” Nealy laughed.
“You know what, Ma? I bet if you went into town and got yourself fixed up, you could probably scare up some good-lookin’ guy to take you dancing.”
“Go!” Nealy thundered.
“You have gray hair!” Nick shouted over his shoulder. “You’re too young for gray hair!”
Nealy sighed. Gray hair. A sign of impending old age. Was forty-eight old? Obviously her son thought so. At twenty, she supposed forty-eight sounded ancient. That meant Rhy was fifty-two and Pyne was fifty. And her father was over a hundred. She wondered if he’d ever had his cataracts operated on.
If she went into the house and called SunStar Farms, who would answer? Damn, why was she suddenly thinking about her family? Were they the reason she was feeling spooked? She hadn’t thought about them in a long time. Why today? Maybe Nick was right, and it was just the impending rain. He always said she wigged out when a storm threatened. Of course it wasn’t true. It was just Nick’s way of teasing her.
“Gray hair, indeed!”
“Nealy!”
Nealy turned to see Smitty at the screen door. “What are you doing up? I thought you said you were going to sleep in today. It’s Saturday.”
Smitty came out on the porch, her expression tight. “Your bad habits have rubbed off on me. I can’t sleep past four-thirty anymore. Nealy, I . . .”
“What’s wrong, Smitty?”
“Wrong? I don’t know whether you’ll think what I have to tell you is wrong or if you’ll think it’s right.”
“Wrong, right, what are you talking about?”
“I woke up to the news on my radio. You know how those jocks like to give every bit of horse news there is. They said . . . what they said was that Josh Coleman suffered a stroke. Then they gave a rundown on his farm, his family, his career. . . . I thought . . . I thought you might want to get in touch with your brothers or something.”
Nealy uncrossed her legs and sat forward. “Now why would I want to do a thing like that?” The fine hairs on the back of her neck started to prickle.
“Probably for the same reason you kept up with your family these past years by reading everything I put in front of you. If you want, I can find out more.” When there was no response, she said, “It wouldn’t hurt to make a few inquiries to find out what his condition is. After all, once he’s gone, you may not be able to collect on that check of his you never resubmitted after payment was refused.” When Nealy gave her the evil eye, she backed off. “Okay, okay, forget I mentioned it.”
Nealy felt something like relief. Her intuition had been right. Smitty’s news was the reason she felt so spooked. “What would you rather have for your birthday gift, a cruise or a roll of monogrammed toilet paper?” she asked, sidestepping the subject altogether.
“Yes to both, but it won’t do you any good to try to change the subject on me. This is serious business. I think that if it’s not already too late, you should pay your father a visit. Either make your peace with him or damn him to hell and eternity. Whichever makes you happy. Death is final. You won’t get up to bat again.” She looked Nealy straight in the eyes. “Do people really wipe their rear ends on monogrammed toilet paper? That seems so . . . decadent.”
Nealy guffawed and stood up. “I’m going shopping.”
“Shopping?” Smitty echoed, a stupid look on her face. “In all the years I’ve known you, you’ve never gone shopping. Shopping?” she repeated.
“I’m going to get my hair colored. Nick doesn’t like the gray. He said if I fixed myself up, some man might latch on to me and take me dancing. When my own kid tells me something like that, I think it’s time I paid attention.”
“I’ll be damned.”
“That about sums it up,” Nealy said, heading for the house. “While I’m out, I think I’ll go by the animal shelter and see about adopting a dog. I didn’t have the heart to get another dog after Charlie crossed the Rainbow Bridge. But I think I’m ready now. How about you, Smitty? I know you love cats. Do you want me to get you a cat?”
“Why the hell not? Sure, get two. Get the least likely to be adopted ones, the ones they would put down first.”
Nealy nodded. “Come with me, Smitty, and pick out your own cats. It’s not like you can’t get away from the office now and then. With that mess of people you hired, you don’t have anything to do but stand around looking over their shoulders. One of these days, one of them is going to take a poke at you.”
Smitty appeared to consider the idea. “I suppose I could . . . But first I want to know, are you going to think about what I told you?”
“Yes, but only if you go shopping with me.”
“That’s blackmail.”
Nealy closed the screen door behind her. She knew Smitty would do as she asked. She always did. Nealy felt positively brittle as she walked up the steps to her second-floor bedroom. How was it possible that after all these years thinking of her family could make her feel like this? She didn’t give a good rat’s ass about her father or her brothers. No, that wasn’t true, she amended. She did care some about her brothers.
She felt incredibly old when she sat down in Maud’s rocker. All the old hatreds she thought she’d overcome long ago rivered through her. Maybe Smitty was right, and she should pay her family a visit.
The memory of her father coming up to her on Derby Day all those years ago still haunted her. Only now did she understand that what she’d felt was fear, pure and simple. Was she still afraid?
Both Smitty and Hunt had told her that if her father really wanted to find her, he could have, without any difficulty. “Blood,” Hunt had said, “always wins out. Good, bad, or indifferent, family is family.” She’d lost count of the times he had goaded her to go home and confront her family. He’d begged, cajoled, and pleaded. But she’d always turned a deaf ear.
The one major fight they’d had during their married life was about her father. Hunt said Nick deserved to know his grandfather and uncles. Emmie too. He said SunStar Farms was part of their heritage.
Nealy leaned her head against the back of the rocker and let the tears come. She could still remember every awful detail of the night she’d taken Emmie and driven away from SunStar Farms. She remembered the rain slashing down on her when she stopped at the end of the drive to dig up the bucket of SunStar soil. She remembered being so sick she thought she might die . . .
The morning of the day Hunt died, he’d asked her when she was going to shed the bitterness in her heart so she could be a real woman, the woman he thought she was when he married her. She’d given him a flip answer and told him if he didn’t like her heart, then maybe it was time for him to move on. The look on his face . . . like he’d just been stomped on . . . made her feel ashamed, but she hadn’t apologized. How she regretted that.
She cried until she couldn’t cry anymore because there were no tears left to shed. She was wiping her eyes on the sleeve of her shirt when Smitty came into the room with a cup of coffee in her hand.
“That bad, huh?” she said, holding out the coffee cup.
“Yeah. That bad.” She took the cup from Smitty’s hands and sipped the steaming brew. “Tell me something, Smitty, did you know things weren’t right between Hunt and me those last couple of years?”
Smitty sat down opposite Nealy in Jess’s old chair. “Everyone knew.”
Nealy nodded. She supposed she’d been fooling herself to think it was a secret. “I still don’t know what he wanted from me, Smitty. I really think he fell out of love with me when he realized that the horses were my first love.” Her breath shuddered as she let it out. “I never hid that from him. He knew who and what I was when he asked me to marry him.” She looked away and waited until she could be sure her voice would be steady before asking, “Just out of curiosity, do you happen to know how many affairs he had?”
Smitty drew up her knees and wrapped her arms around her legs. “Three that I know of.”
“Did his father know?”
She nodded. “They had more than one row about it. I was never sure if you knew, and I always wondered if I should say something, but it wasn’t my place, you know?”
“Yeah, I know, and you’re right, it wasn’t your place. I suspected,” she said, then shook her head. “No, that’s not true. I knew, but I never confronted him. I suppose because I was gutless and didn’t really want him confirming it. I didn’t want to have to deal with it because once I did that I would have had to make decisions. I guess he died thinking I didn’t know. I suppose that’s for the best.”
“Did you love him, Nealy?”
She took a few moments to gather her thoughts. “If you mean that bell and whistle stuff, no. He didn’t rock the ground under my feet. I loved him in a different kind of way, and I never would have cheated on him, Smitty.” She looked down into her coffee cup. “He said I had a bitter heart. One time he even said my heart was black. I wonder if Nick feels that way about me.”
“That boy loves you with all his heart. Whatever his father was or wasn’t, it has nothing to do with him or you. You know what you’ve always told me, get over it and move on.”
“I know but . . .” A look of guilt crossed her face. “Smitty, I didn’t grieve for Hunt the way I did for Maud and Jess. When they died, I thought my world was coming to an end. I remember when it was Maud’s time, Jess wanted to lie down and die right alongside of her. I didn’t feel like that when Hunt died. Good God, what’s wrong with me? Maybe I’m not capable of loving anyone except my children, dogs, and horses.”
Smitty jumped up, went over to Nealy, and pulled her out of her chair. “Come on. I made an appointment for you at the beauty shop. You have an hour. We’ll get the cats and dog another time. Oh, and by the way, I also called your old home and pretended I was a reporter. I spoke to your brother Pyne. He said the doctor said your father isn’t going to survive very long. You probably shouldn’t drag your feet on this, Nealy. By the way, didn’t you tell me you have no other family?”
“Yes. Why?”
“Your brother said the family has been notified, and they’re coming from all over the country.”
Nealy stopped dead in her tracks. “Family? Are you sure you called the right number?”
“Of course I’m sure. I don’t make mistakes, Nealy.”
“Then Pyne was either drunk or delirious. We don’t have any other family.”
“Should I make plane reservations for this afternoon ?”
“All right, Smitty.”
“What about Emmie, Buddy, and Nick?”
“Make them for three. Buddy mentioned having to go out of town. And hire a car service to pick us up at the airport and drive us around.”
“You’re doing the right thing, Nealy.”
Nealy laughed. “I hope you’re right.” She closed her eyes to ward off the dizziness she was feeling.
I’m going home.
Her heart fluttered in her chest.
Home.
The two brothers watched from the window as a black stretch limousine crunched to a stop in the middle of the gravel driveway. In silence, they watched a uniformed driver get out and open the rear passenger door. Their jaws dropped when they saw a slender woman dressed in brown-leather boots, well-cut jeans, and white shirt emerge and look around. She reached a sun-darkened hand up to adjust her tinted glasses, then tipped the brim of her pearly white Stetson to reveal a mane of thick sable brown hair.
“Who the hell is that?” Rhy Coleman demanded of his brother Pyne.
Pyne’s face screwed up. “How the hell should I know? But whoever she is, she’s coming up to the porch. I think you should open the door.”
When his older brother made no move to greet their guest, Pyne started toward the door, but it opened before he could reach it, and the woman blew in like a gust of wind. Without so much as a glance at the brothers, she headed straight for the stairway leading to the second floor.
“Hey! Just a damn minute!” Rhy shouted. “Who the hell are you to walk in here like you own the place?”
She turned to face them and grinned as she lowered her glasses. “Why, I do own it, Rhy, at least a third of it. Don’t you recognize me, big brother?”
Rhy’s eyes widened with shock.
Pyne walked toward her. “Nealy! Is it really you?”
“In the flesh,” she said, thinking it funny that neither one of them had recognized her. She’d recognized them the second she’d seen them, not by the family resemblance but by the slump of their shoulders. Her grin vanished as she glanced back at the stairs. “Where is he?”
Pyne’s head jerked upward.
Nealy nodded. “You two stay here,” she ordered. “I have something I want to say to him, and I don’t want either of you interfering. Understand?” When there was no response, she repeated her question. This time both brothers nodded. Nealy stared at her brothers and realized they were strangers to her and that she felt absolutely nothing for them—not love, not hate, nothing.
After all these years, here she was on Coleman land.
Shoulders stiff, back straight, she mounted the stairs with the same mix of confidence and caution she used when mounting her horses. At the top, she stopped and looked down at her brothers, who appeared to be debating whether or not to follow her. “Go about your business while I take care of mine.”
Nealy hesitated only a moment outside her father’s bedroom, then opened the door and walked in. The room was just as she remembered it, dingy gray walls, a few pieces of battered pine furniture and worn-out, roll-down shades covering the two windows.
Her nose wrinkled at the smell of dust, mold, and medication. Hearing a groan, she turned her gaze toward the bed and saw a mound of quilts . . . her father, the man who had sent her fleeing from this very house over thirty years ago.
A frail voice demanded to know who was there. Nealy stepped up closer to the bed and heard a footfall behind her. Rhy or Pyne? she wondered. Pyne.
“Hello, Pa. It’s Nealy.”
The voice was stronger when he spoke a second time. “There ain’t nothin’ here for you, girl. Go back where you came from. You don’t belong here.”
“I don’t want anything, Pa,” Nealy said looking down at the load of quilts on the bed. They looked dirty or maybe it was just the lighting. Clean, dirty . . . what did she care? She pushed the pearly white Stetson farther back on her head so she could get a better look at the dying man.
“Then what are you here for?”
Nearly felt a hand on her shoulder and glanced back to see Pyne. The hand was to tell her to take it easy.
Like hell she would. Her father had never taken it easy on her. Not even when she was so sick she couldn’t stand up. She removed his hand with her own and gave him a warning look. More than thirty years she’d waited for this moment, and neither Pyne nor Rhy was going to take it away from her.
“I came here to watch you die, old man,” she said, looking her father straight in the eyes. “And I’m not leaving until I hear you draw your last breath. Only after I’ve danced on your grave will I leave. Do you hear me, old man?” She glared at him, her eyes burning with hate.
The old man’s face became a glowering mask of rage. “Get out of my house!”
“Still ordering people around, are you? Well guess what? I don’t have to take your orders anymore. I repeat, I came here to see you die, and I’m not leaving until you go to hell. That’s where you’re going, Pa. Hell!” There, she’d said what she’d come to say, but why didn’t she feel a bigger sense of satisfaction? Why did she feel this strange emptiness?
“Pyne! Take this devil child away from me. Do you hear me?” the old man gasped as he struggled to raise himself up on his elbow.
“I’d like to see him try,” Nealy said bitterly. Then she felt her brother’s hand on her shoulder again. “I’d like to see anyone try to make me do something I don’t want to do. Those days are gone forever.”
The old man gurgled and gasped as he thrashed about in the big bed. Nealy watched him with clinical interest. Her eyes narrowed when she saw drool leak from his mouth. She stood staring at him until he calmed down, then stretched out her leg and, with a booted foot, pulled over a straight-backed chair and sat down facing the bed. For long minutes she stared at him with unblinking intensity until he finally closed his eyes.
“Okay, he’s asleep now,” Pyne said. “What the hell are you doing here, Nealy? We haven’t heard a word from you in over thirty years, and all of a sudden you show up just as Pa is getting ready to die. How did you know? Can’t you let him die in peace?”
Nealy removed her Stetson and rubbed her forehead. She didn’t really care all that much for hats, but she’d always longed to wear a pearly white Stetson, just like the Texans wore.
“No, I can’t let him die in peace,” she said, her voice even now, calm. “He has to pay for what he did to me and Emmie. As to how I knew he was dying, I make it my business to know what goes on here. And you know why I’m here, Pyne. I want my share of this place for Emmie.”
Pyne chuckled softly. “Your share? You just said you’d made it your business to know what goes on around here. So how come you don’t know that Pa refused to make a will? There hasn’t been any estate planning, Nealy. And neither Rhy nor I have power of attorney. The IRS is going to take almost all of it. Whatever’s left will be a piss in the bucket.”
“We’ll just see about that,” Nealy said. “Call the lawyers and get them here on the double. Offer to pay them whatever they want. Just get them here. If we work fast, we can still get it all in place. As long as Pa’s still breathing, there’s a chance. Now, get on it and don’t screw up, or you’ll be out on the highway along with your brother.”
Pyne stammered in bewilderment. “But . . . I can’t. Pa wouldn’t . . .”
Nealy stood up, took her brother by the shoulders, and shook him. “Don’t tell me what Pa would or wouldn’t do. It doesn’t matter anymore. He’s dying. There’s nothing he can do to you, to any of us. Don’t you understand that?”
Pyne Coleman stared down at his fit and expensive-looking younger sister. After all these years she was still pretty, with her dark hair and big brown eyes. Once when they were little he’d told her she looked like an angel. She’d laughed and laughed. Back then they had been close out of necessity. It was all so long ago. And now here she was, over thirty years later, just as defiant as ever and issuing orders like a general.
Nealy suffered through her brother’s scrutiny, wondering what he was thinking. She was about to ask when Rhy stuck his head in the door. “You better come downstairs, Pyne, there’s a whole gaggle of people outside. They said they were relatives, family. I didn’t know we had a family. Do you know anything about this?”
Pyne didn’t seem the least bit surprised. “I know a lot about it,” he said, smiling. “Pa told me about them about a month ago, right before he had his stroke.” He took Nealy’s elbow and steered her toward the door. “I’ll make you a deal. You make them welcome while I make that phone call to the lawyers.”
Nealy jerked her arm free, went back to her father’s bedside and leaned close to him. Only when she was satisfied that he was still breathing did she follow her brothers downstairs.
“Before I go out there and introduce myself, I want to reintroduce myself to you. In the world of Thoroughbred horse racing I’m known as Cornelia Diamond of Blue Diamond Farms in Kentucky. I own, trained, and rode Flyby, the last Triple Crown winner.”
“You’re Cornelia Diamond!” Pyne said in awe. “But how? I mean . . .”
“There’s no time to explain it all now,” Nealy said, heading toward the front door.
“Wait a minute!” Rhy said. “Pa said he shook your hand after the Derby win, but he didn’t say it was you.”
“I suspect he couldn’t see me clearly because of his cataracts. More than nine years had gone by. I was the last person he ever expected to see.”
“You never cashed the check for the two colts you sold us.”
“I have it right here.” She pulled the check out of her pocket and held it up so they could see it. “It bounced.”
“I don’t understand,” Rhy said. “What are you doing here? What do you want? Revenge? The past is gone, Nealy. Let it go. Show a little compassion.”
“The way you all showed me compassion when you told me that I’d be doing you all a favor if I just packed up and left? Do you ever think about that night, Rhy? You and Pyne sent me packing so that you’d be spared Pa’s wrath. Did you ever consider that I had nowhere to go, that I had a baby and very little money and nothing but that broken-down truck? Before that night, I had never even driven on the highway. My God, I didn’t even have a driver’s license.” She took a step toward him, her eyes narrowed. “Why didn’t you and Pyne stand up to him on my behalf? Why? Because you’re cowards, that’s why. Yellow-bellied cowards. And now look at you. Look at this place, this hellhole,” she said, glancing around. “If you’d had any balls you could have made something out of yourselves and SunStar Farms.”
Nealy walked over to the foyer, set her hat down on the telephone table, and checked her hair and makeup in the mirror. With all the skill of a seasoned actress, she put a smile on her face as she moved to open the front door.
“Hi,” she said. “I’m Nealy Coleman. And you are?”
A well-dressed elderly woman stepped forward and introduced herself. “I’m Ruby Thornton Parish. Fanny Thornton asked me to stand in for her today. We’re based in Las Vegas, Nevada. And this is Maggie Coleman Tanaka. She represents Seth, your father’s brother’s family. Their roots are in Texas. I talked to your father on the phone about a month ago and told him we were coming, but it looks like you weren’t expecting us. Is something wrong?”
“No, it’s just that our father never mentioned any other family. I thought . . . We all thought it was just us. Come in, please, and make yourself at home.” As soon as they stepped inside, Nealy waved to the occupants of the limo. She excused herself. She had a moment of surging pride when her own little family walked toward her. “This is my beautiful daughter Emmie and my son Nick,” she said. “Emmie uses sign language.” She turned to her brothers. “These are your uncles, Pyne and Rhy. And those people you saw go inside are our long-lost relatives.”
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Twenty years ago I would have given up my soul to be sitting around a kitchen table with my real family, Nealy thought. Now that it was actually happening, she didn’t quite know what to make of it all. Family or not, these people were strangers. For the moment, she would let them think she was simply a daughter who had married, moved away, and returned to visit her dying father. Later on, depending on the circumstances and her mood, she would decide whether or not to tell them she was the daughter who had had to flee her home and fend for herself and her child, the daughter who had survived and prospered in spite of everything.
These relatives of hers, she thought, all seemed quite nice, but there were questions in their eyes. Nealy had questions, too—like why had they come and what did they want?
She glanced around the kitchen. Everything was neat and clean but aged and pathetically out-of-date. The stove was the same, but the refrigerator had been replaced. There hadn’t been a dishwasher when she lived here, and there wasn’t one now. There had never been any knickknacks or things nestled in corners and no rugs on the floor. The kitchen was as bleak and ugly as her memories of that last horrible evening when her father had come in and caught her sitting down, inhaling medicated steam from a bowl.
She looked at her watch and saw that it was almost nine o’clock. Time to think about heading to town and the hotel.
Nealy sat forward. “Let me see if I’ve got this right so far.” She looked across the table at Maggie Coleman Tanaka. “You are my father’s brother Seth’s granddaughter. Your father was Moss Coleman, and your mother was Billie. Sawyer and Cole are your children. You have a sister named Susan who is a concert pianist but no one seems to know where she is. Your brother Riley died in Vietnam, and Riley junior is his son.” She smiled when she said, “How am I doing?” At Maggie’s nod, she continued. “Cole lives in Japan, Riley in Texas, and you’re in Hawaii. Oh, and Sawyer lives in Hong Kong but is moving back to Texas.”
“Yes, that’s right,” Maggie confirmed. “Cary Asante and Thad Kingsley will be here tomorrow. That pretty much covers the Coleman side of the family with the exception of the children, Sawyer’s husband Adam Jarvis, my husband Henry, Cole’s wife Sumi, and Riley’s wife Ivy. Don’t fret over it. We have all the time in the world to get to know one another. My mother was here once with her husband and with Fanny Thornton. That was awhile ago, though,” Maggie said.
Nealy blinked and looked at her brothers. What were they thinking about all of this? Like her, were they wondering what these people wanted? She wished she hadn’t come, wished she was back in Kentucky on her big front porch sipping a cup of coffee. Of one thing she was certain, her life was going to change. But for the better or the worse? A tired sigh escaped her lips.
“And you-all are the Thorntons,” she said, looking at the people sitting and standing to her left. “Our father’s sister Sallie’s family.” She pointed to each one as she said their name. “You’re Billie, you’re Birch, and you’re Sage. Sunny is at home because she can’t travel. Fanny is in Europe with her husband number three, Marcus Reed, but is on the way back. You’re Ruby and Metaxas. Sage’s wife is Iris; Birch is divorced. We’re an incredibly large family. How is it we didn’t know about all of you before?”
Maggie acted as spokesperson. “Why don’t we leave all the questions for tomorrow? It’s been a long day, and we’re all tired. What do you say that we plan on getting back together here tomorrow around noon? Will that be convenient for you and your brothers?”
“It’s fine with me,” Nealy said as she glanced at her brothers.
“Yeah, sure,” Pyne agreed.
Rhy nodded, his action belying his expression of displeasure.
Chairs scraped backward on the old pine floor as people got up to leave. Everyone spoke in low, respectful tones as they filed out of the kitchen.
“I’m going upstairs to check on Pa,” Nealy said to Pyne, who was holding the door open for the departing guests. “See everyone to their cars, will you?” She was about to head upstairs when out of the corner of her eye she saw Ruby staring at her. For some unexplained reason she felt compelled to go over to her. “Is there anything I can get for you or do for you, Ruby?”
Ruby’s mouth was as pale as her cheeks. “Thank you for asking, Nealy, but no. We’ll talk tomorrow. Just so you know though, Maggie was wrong, we don’t have all the time in the world to get to know each other. At least I don’t.” She smiled then, and said, “I do have tomorrow, though.” She squeezed Nealy’s hand before dashing out the door. “Here I am, Metaxas. I’m coming. I just don’t want to be rushed. It isn’t that often I get to meet family. Good night, everyone,” she called, waving. “See you all tomorrow.”
Nealy stared after Ruby’s retreating back, wondering what she’d meant, hoping it wasn’t what she thought. She was about to go upstairs when she saw Emmie standing on the bottom step looking upward. “Do you want to go up and see your grandfather?” Emmie nodded and headed up the steps. In the second-floor hallway, Nealy reached for her daughter’s arm to stop her. “You remember this place, don’t you?” At Emmie’s nod, she said, “I didn’t think you would. You were so little back then. You don’t have to go into the room if you don’t want to. You can stay out here in the hallway or in the doorway. It’s your choice, Emmie.”
Is he really going to die? Emmie asked, her fingers signing.
“Yes. I don’t know exactly when, but soon.”
Are you sure, Mama? Are you really sure?
“Yes, honey, I’m sure.” She turned her daughter around and took her back to the top of the stairs. “Go down and stay with Nick. I’ll be along in a few minutes.”
Nealy walked into her father’s room and shut the door. The room smelled worse than it had earlier. At eleven o’clock, the night nurse would come and at seven tomorrow morning she would be relieved by the day nurse. The second day-shift nurse had called in sick.
Nealy could tell her father was awake by the way his gaze ricocheted around the room. He was probably hoping someone else was in the room besides just her. “I thought you’d want to know that your brother’s and sister’s families are here. A woman named Maggie said some of them had been here before and that they brought family photo albums for you to see. You never mentioned us having any family. Why is that?” She paused, waiting for him to answer.
“None of your business,” he said in a voice so low she had to lean toward him to hear.
“Actually, I’m thinking it’s because you were afraid we’d hightail it out of here. Pyne and Rhy hate you as much as I do, you know.” She watched the play of emotions in his eyes and on his face. “We’ve got a little business matter to settle, you and me. It’s about those two colts you bought from Blue Diamond Farms. It seems you forgot to pay me for them. But, of course, you didn’t really forget, did you?” She hunkered down next to the side of the bed and looked at him on his own level. “If you thought you were getting away with something, think again. I had my lawyer slap a lien on SunStar Farms.” She found joyous satisfaction in hearing him gasp. “It’s just occurred to me that I was wrong thinking you didn’t recognize me that day at the Derby. You did, and you hid it from me. You are one black-hearted, motherfucking son of a bitch, Pa. But you know what? I outsmarted you, old man. SunStar Farms will come to me and my daughter in the end. After I take the horses, I’ll burn this place down to the ground. Then I’ll rebuild it for Pyne and Rhy.” Nealy saw the fear in her father’s eyes and realized that the threats she had no intention of carrying out were having the desired effect. “You’re drooling again, Pa.” She clucked her tongue to show what she thought of that. “Why, I think you’re afraid of me. That’s good. How does it feel? Awful, huh? You don’t know what’s going to happen next. You almost want to die, but you’re afraid to do that, too. Right now you’re hoping I’ll just disappear. Well, you can forget that unless . . . you tell me what I want to know.” She clamped her mouth shut.
Nealy sat on the edge of the bed and picked imaginary lint off her pants. “You know I could make all this unpleasantness go away,” she said in a nonchalant tone that belied her inner turmoil. “I’ll make you a deal. I’ll go downstairs and call my lawyer and tell him to cancel the lien, and then I’ll take my kids and leave . . . if . . . you tell me one thing: why you hated me so much.”
The silence that followed loomed between them like a heavy fog. She clenched her jaw to kill the sob in her throat. “All I ever did was work my ass off for you. From sunup to sundown. I never whined, and I damn well never cried. I said, ‘yes Pa, no Pa.’ I never asked for a thing. Never once. Then I made a mistake. I looked for somebody to love me. I was young, and I thought sex was love. I want you to go to your grave knowing Dillon Roland is Emmie’s father. I’m going to get that son of a bitch, too. Your good friend, Cyrus Roland’s son, told me he’d blow my head off if I ever told anyone that he had fathered Emmie.” She pressed her hand against the mattress and leaned toward him. “You listening, Pa? This is your chance. Tell me why you hated me. And don’t pretend that you can’t talk because I heard you before, remember?” She waited, but when he didn’t say anything, she got up. “You had your chance, and now the offer is off the table. I’m going downstairs now, and if you’re lucky, you’ll be dead in the morning when I get back here. And if you’re not, I’m going to make your every waking moment a living hell.”
Out in the hall, with the door closed behind her, Nealy burst into tears. She leaned against the wall, then slid down to her haunches. She cried for the would-haves, could-haves, and should-haves.
A long time later, outside in the moonlight, Nealy turned to stare at the house she’d been born in. Nick was at her side. “I always thought this house looked like the one in Gone With the Wind. You know, Tara. The Thorntons own a mountain and huge gambling casinos. Isn’t that amazing, Nick? And the Colemans own the biggest cattle ranch in the state of Texas. They’re into electronics, aviation, and all kinds of things. They’re diversified.”
“Are you trying to compare net worths here, Ma? If you are, I think you have a definite edge. Why didn’t you tell them who you are? You let them think that you’re as pathetic as your brothers. Why didn’t you say anything? I need to understand, Ma.”
Nealy wasn’t sure how she should respond to her son. “I was . . . I don’t know. For one thing I was overwhelmed, and for another, that’s not the kind of person I am. I’ve never been out to impress anybody with money or things. Maybe I’ll say something to them tomorrow after I find out what they want. Is Emmie okay?”
“No, Ma, she isn’t okay. What the hell happened upstairs? She came flying down to the kitchen shaking so bad she stumbled on the last three steps and fell. She jumped up, ran out the door, doubled over, and threw up. We need to get her out of here.”
“I think she might remember the house, the second floor. She was the one who wanted to go upstairs, but I sent her back down. She didn’t go into Pa’s room. She didn’t even look inside the room. It’s probably just nerves.”
“Let’s talk about this tomorrow, Ma,” Nick said as he reached for his mother’s arm to lead her back into the house to collect Emmie. “It’s late, and none of us had anything but coffee this morning.”
“My God, that’s true. Let’s stop at a fast-food place and get some hot dogs and hamburgers and some of those greasy French fries that I like so much. We can eat them in the limo on the way back to the hotel. I don’t want to think about this place any more tonight. Something’s wrong here, and I’m not sure what it is. It’s just one of those feelings if you know what I mean.”
“I know, Ma. I can feel it, too.”
Out of habit Nealy awoke at three-forty-five. She stared at the red digital numbers on the hotel clock and groaned. She rolled over but knew she wouldn’t be able to reclaim sleep. She couldn’t even call down for room service because the kitchen didn’t open until six. If she really wanted coffee, she could shower, dress, and head out to an all-night diner. She’d sent the limo driver back and arranged for a rental car. It would be in the hotel parking lot, but did she want it? Would a cup of coffee really make her feel any better? Yes.
Nealy swung her legs over the side of the bed and headed for the shower. The others wouldn’t be up until at least six. That would give her some time to drive around town to check on things. Obviously she was going to need some kind of game plan. She’d come here on the fly, literally at the last second, with no concrete plan in mind. Now that there was a whole family to consider, she had to get her ducks in a row and decide how she was going to proceed.
Thirty minutes later, Nealy picked up the key to the rental car from the night clerk. She drove carefully, searching for landmarks, but either her memory was faulty or the area had changed drastically since she’d left. The diner she remembered was gone, in its place a 7-Eleven store with a drive-through window. She ordered a pack of cigarettes and a large coffee, then pulled off into a parking space. After fiddling with the lid, she burned her tongue on the first sip. She cursed ripely.
While waiting for the coffee to cool, Nealy fired up a cigarette, her first in more than a year, and blew a perfect smoke ring. She’d quit smoking nine times and nine times she’d taken up the disgusting habit again. “I guess I’m weak, no willpower,” she muttered. She made a mental note to quit again when she returned to Kentucky. For the moment, with everything going on, she needed the crutch.
How garish everything looked. All the bright neon on the highway was blinding. She wondered if what she was seeing was anything like the lights in Las Vegas. She thought about her new family, wondered at the bewildered looks on their faces. Maybe when Fanny, the matriarch of the Thornton clan, arrived she would be able to make sense out of what was going on. Maggie seemed to be the matriarch of the Colemans. That has to make me the matriarch of this branch of the family, she thought grimly.
Nealy positioned the huge cup of coffee between her knees as she slipped the car into gear and headed out to SunStar Farms. She realized now this had been her intention all along.
Twenty minutes later she turned onto the long dirt road leading to the house and immediately flipped off the car’s headlights, stopped, and got out. Her throat constricted as she stared at her old home in the moonlight.
She’d called Blue Diamond Farms home, but now she knew that no matter how much she loved it, SunStar Farms would always be her home. Hot tears burned her eyes as she trudged down the long road to the house. She stopped to stare at the moss dripping from the ancient oak trees. The year she’d left a storm had destroyed all the moss. She remembered that the trees had looked naked without it. It was back now, hanging in long, thick gray strands. In the last of the predawn light it looked silvery.
Nealy sat down in the middle of the road and crossed her legs. She stared up at the old trees. Neither she nor her brothers had ever climbed them. With their father’s threat of breaking their legs if they even thought about it, they’d kept their distance. Everything her father had said back then had been a threat. She now realized that she and her brothers had lived in absolute fear.
It had been Smitty’s idea that she come back to SunStar. She’d thought that it would do her good, that it would give her a chance to make peace with her father and thereby with herself. Nealy had bought in to that, and had come with the hope of finding answers and understanding; but she knew now that was never going to happen. Sometimes you couldn’t go back and heal the wounds. They were too deep.
She saw Pyne come out onto the porch and stretch. Maybe, if she was lucky, she could salvage a relationship with her brothers.
“Nealy! What the hell are you doing out here in the dark in the middle of the road?” he called out to her.
“I’m just sitting here, Pyne. What does it look like I’m doing?” she called back. As he came closer, she said, “All these years, whenever I thought about this place, this is the picture that came to mind. The oaks, the white pillars, the fencing, the barns. I always wanted to plant flowers in the spring, but there was never time to do that. There was never time to do anything pleasurable.” Pyne leaned against the fence, gazing down at her. “I’ve already told you that the check for those two colts Pa bought from Blue Diamond Farms some years back bounced. So I put a lien on this farm. I’m thinking he did recognize me that day at Churchill Downs, or else Ricky Vee told him it was me.” She cocked her head and looked up at him. “What did he want from us, Pyne? Do you know?”
“I don’t know, Nealy. I honest to God don’t know.”
“This new family. He knew about them, yet he didn’t tell you or Rhy until a month ago. Aren’t you wondering why?”
“There’s a long story about how Pa and his brother Seth lit out from their home and never went back. They left six other siblings behind—Sallie, Peggy, and I don’t know the rest of their names. Sallie was the oldest girl, and after she left home and made her fortune, she went back, buried their mother, and bailed out the rest of her brothers and sisters. Then she set about searching for her older brothers. She found Seth first, then Pa. I guess it made her plenty mad to find out that both of them were rich men, yet neither had gone back to help the family.”
“If that’s true, it’s sad, Pyne. What makes a man so stingy and selfish that he would do something like that? When all is said and done, at the end of the day the only thing you can really count on is family. Maybe not in our family, but for most people that’s the way it works.” She took a deep breath and got up. “While I’m at it, I might as well tell you that Dillon Roland is Emmie’s father. I lied to Pa when I said a vagrant attacked me. I had to. Dillon said he’d blow my head off if I told anyone.” She got up and brushed herself off. “You know what’s funny? The bastard wants one of Flyby’s colts so bad he drools just thinking about it. My day is coming where he’s concerned.”
Pyne turned to her and put his hands on her shoulders. “For God’s sake, Nealy, leave it alone. I wish to God you had never come back here.”
Nealy pushed his hands away. “Right now I do, too. But I’m here. Tell me, what is it this new family of ours wants? Do you have any idea? They didn’t know Pa all that well, so it can’t be love.”
“I don’t know yet. I haven’t bothered to ask. I guess we should just wait and see. It can’t hurt.”
Nealy shrugged. “How is Pa this morning?”
“Just like yesterday. The nurse is with him.”
Nealy consulted her watch. “When is the lawyer coming?”
“Nine.”
“Good. That should give us plenty of time before the Colemans and Thorntons come back.” She turned to head for her car, then remembered something she’d wanted to say, something Nick had told her last night after they’d gotten back to the hotel. “Birch told my son Nick that when his mother and Billie Coleman visited here they thought there was something out of whack with the pictures in the family album. Now that I think about it, we don’t bear any resemblance to this new family of ours. We don’t look like Pa either. I don’t know if we look like Ma because I’ve never seen a picture of her. Have you?” When he shook his head, she asked, “Don’t you find that strange?”
“I never thought about it.”
“Well, I’m thinking about it, and I’m thinking I might have stumbled across the reason Pa hates us.”
Pyne looked at her as if she had a screw loose. “Which is?”
“That maybe we aren’t his children. Where are the family records? I want to see them along with the books.”
Pyne threw his hands in the air. “God, Nealy, why are you doing this?”
She answered quickly. “Because I need to understand. Only then can I get rid of this baggage I’ve been carrying around all these years. Last night I told Pa I would make it all go away if he would just tell me why he hated me. He wouldn’t say a word. I find that very suspicious. Don’t you want to know where all this hatred came from? More to the point, don’t you care?”
Pyne’s shoulders slumped. “Don’t, Nealy. Leave it alone.”
“Damn you, I can’t. Why don’t you understand that? Do you know what I think, Pyne? I think the moment that old man was taken upstairs after his stroke, you went through all his stuff, and you know the truth.”
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Nealy closed the brown accordion-pleated envelope. She had called Nick at the hotel and told him to rent a second car. They were on their way. Her fingers worked the dark string to tie it into a perfect little bow. When she finished, she started to shake as panic coursed through her body. She reached out to the corner of the desk to hold on to it when her head started to spin. Focus, her mind shrieked. Focus on the calendar. Focus on the numbers. Take deep breaths. Long, deep breaths. It’s not the end of the world. Yet. Focus. Don’t look at the folder. Deep breaths, Nealy, long, deep breaths. Twice she struggled to get out of her father’s chair. Twice she fell back into the worn padding. She wished she could go to sleep and never wake up.
“What are you going to do, Nealy?” Pyne whispered.
“I honest to God don’t know. Would you have ever told me? Were you going to tell Rhy? If you had destroyed this folder, no one would ever have known. I guess you thought Pa might get better and come down here again. Say something to me, Pyne. I need to hear you say something to me.”
“What do you want me to say? I wouldn’t have told either of you. What’s the point at this juncture? More wounds? We can start clean when he passes on. You wanted answers. They’re all there. And, yes, you’re right, I didn’t destroy the folder for the reason you stated. Pa asked me at least fifty times to bring that folder upstairs. I kept saying I couldn’t find it. He did hide it pretty good, but I was determined. Before you can ask, I’ve only known for a few weeks. Now you know why I invited his family here. What are you going to do, Nealy?”
“I’m going to take my kids and go back to Kentucky. I can’t think right now. Maybe not knowing was better than knowing. Go get Rhy. Now, Pyne. We’ll give him the short version and go on from there. Are you going to tell them?”
“Are you crazy, Nealy? Of course not.” He opened the door and bellowed to his brother in the kitchen.
“What now?” Rhy asked as he burst into the office.
Nealy gave him the short version of the contents of the brown folder. She waited for his reaction. “Well that certainly explains a lot of things,” was his only comment.
Nealy picked up the folder with both hands just as Emmie, who had just arrived, poked her head into the room. “We’ll be leaving as soon as I . . . tell Pa good-bye. Do you want to wait here for me?”
I’ll say good-bye, too, Emmie signed.
“Where’s the lawyer, Pyne?”
“In the dining room. He’s waiting for us.”
Nealy made an unladylike sound as she turned her back on her brothers. “Where’s Nick?”
He’s coming. He wanted to walk around a bit first, Emmie signed.
Nealy looked at her watch. Ten minutes past nine. She marched up the back staircase, her back ramrod stiff, the brown folder clutched tightly in both her hands. Emmie followed her.
In her father’s room, Nealy looked at the nurse. “Go downstairs and have some coffee. I’ll call you if you’re needed.” She raised her index finger at her father to show him he wasn’t to object. He was propped up in bed with a mound of pillows behind him. As she advanced into the room, he noticed the brown folder. Nealy swore later that he shriveled to nothing right in front of her eyes.
Out of the corner of her eye she saw Emmie’s agitation, saw her face contort in horror as her hands flew up to her face the moment she had a clear view of her grandfather. “Go with Nick, Emmie,” she said. “It’s okay for me to be here by myself. I appreciate you wanting to be with me, but it isn’t necessary. Tell Nick I’ll be down shortly, and then we’ll be leaving for Kentucky.” Her daughter was frozen in place, her mouth half-open, her hands clawlike as she reached out. “My God, Emmie, what is it? What’s wrong?”
“Maaaamaaaa.”
Nealy caught her daughter as she swayed backward. Emmie’s first word in thirty-two years! “Pyne!” she shrilled. “Rhy! Come up here! Help me. Something’s wrong with Emmie. Call the nurse. She took one look at Pa and let out a bloodcurdling sound. She called me Mama. God, Emmie, what’s wrong? Use your fingers, tell me what’s wrong.”
Emmie used her hands and feet to scramble backward and out the door, where she collapsed again in the hallway. “What is it, Emmie? My God, tell me, what’s wrong?”
Nealy watched her daughter’s fingers move as her face turned ashen. Strangled sounds came from her lips. “No, no, don’t tell me that! Emmie, you were so little. How can you remember? Yes, yes. God, no. Please God, no.”
“Will somebody please tell me what the hell is going on here?” Pyne shouted.
Nealy gritted her teeth as the nurse checked her daughter. “She’s had a fright of some sort. She’s fine, ma’am. I’ll take her downstairs and outside.”
“Ma, what’s wrong? What happened to Emmie?”
“Emmie said her first word. Go with the nurse, Nick. Stay with her but keep her outside. She spoke. My God, she finally spoke. I’ll be down in a minute. My God, I can’t think. This can’t be happening.” Nealy clapped both hands to the sides of her head. “This is a bad dream. I’m going to wake up any minute. Oh God, oh God!”
“Nealy, for God’s sake, what happened?” Pyne continued to shout, oblivious to the old man propped up in the bed in front of him.
“I’ll tell you what happened,” Nealy said the moment the door closed behind the nurse. “Emmie said Pa tried to choke her when she was little. She said she was crying, and he grabbed her around the throat and told her if she ever made another sound, he’d kill us both. That’s what happened just now. She saw him, and she remembered. She called my name. She said it out loud. Out loud, Pyne. It’s the first word I’ve ever heard her say. She called my name.”
“Stop being so damn melodramatic, Nealy. Pa would never do anything like that,” Rhy said, but he sounded as if he didn’t believe his own words. He stared at her, his mouth slack, his body shaking like his sister’s.
“I took Emmie to every specialist I could find. They told me there was no medical reason why she didn’t speak. Every single specialist said she had undergone some kind of trauma. For years I blamed myself. God Almighty, I never, ever thought of anything like this. It explains everything. Yesterday she wanted to know if I was certain Pa was going to die. She kept pressing me for confirmation. All those years of fear, and I didn’t know. What does that say for me?”
“I’ll never believe that of Pa,” Pyne said feebly. “Emmie wasn’t prepared to see Pa looking like that. Don’t forget he was a lot younger when you left here.”
“Why don’t we ask him? Point-blank, Pyne,” Nealy said. “Don’t let that nurse up here unless you want the whole world to know about this.”
The moment the nurse’s feet hit the last step of the stairway, Nealy opened the door to her father’s room. Her brothers followed her into the room. The man she’d thought of as her father all these years looked even more shriveled than he had minutes ago. “I guess you heard, Pa. These two fine upstanding brothers of mine find it hard to believe you would try to strangle my daughter. I imagine you thought you were safe because Emmie was too young to talk. On top of all that you had the gall to turn around and call my daughter a half-wit and these two fine upstanding brothers of mine agreed with you. If you weren’t already dying, I’d choke the life out of you with my bare hands for what you put that child through. I’m not done with you yet either, you miserable excuse for a human being. We know everything. It’s all here in this folder. Every stinking, lousy detail. You aren’t our father. Seth Coleman was our father. You met up with him way back when and made a pact with that damn devil. He made a bargain with you. You took us off his hands for money. He gave you a handsome stake, and in return you took his woman and us three kids so his upright, sanctimonious family never found out he’d been having an affair for years with another woman. And all you had to do in return was feed us, put a roof over our heads, and work us to death. Then when you died, all you had worked for all your life, excuse me, what my brothers and I worked for, would revert to the Texas Colemans, your brother’s real family. You agreed to all that and promised to keep your mouth shut and never tell anyone. We were trailer-park trash according to your brother. Not fit to mingle with his legitimate family. We were good enough for you, though, weren’t we? Did you work our mother to the bone the way you worked us?”
“Pa, say something,” Pyne pleaded.
“You didn’t try to choke that baby to death, did you, Pa?” Rhy demanded, his face full of tortured disbelief.
The wizened old man in the bed nodded.
“It was a trade-off.” Nealy went on, relentless now. “You took us off old Seth’s hands and he gave you $110,000. Fifty thousand for Rhy, fifty thousand for Pyne, and ten for me because I was a worthless girlchild. When you get to where you’re going, you son of a bitch, the devil is going to have a field day with you. I’m going to keep this folder. I no longer care if I see you take your last breath or not. Maybe God in His infinite wisdom will let you live for years and years and years in your present condition so you can contemplate what you did to the three of us.” At the door Nealy turned to her brothers, who appeared to be rooted to the floor in shock. “You can come with me if you want to. My door will always be open to you both. I’ll make you full partners at Blue Diamond Farms. It’s your choice. It doesn’t have to be right now. Take all the time you want. Say good-bye to our new family for me.”
“Nealy, wait!”
“No. There’s nothing for me here. There never was. The only thing I want from this place is our mother’s remains. I’ll have the grave dug up and move her to Blue Diamond Farms. As the only daughter, it’s my right to do this. I take care of my own. Now if you’ll all excuse me, I want to see to Emmie.”
Nealy heard her name being called when she walked down the hall across from the dining room. She looked over her shoulder but kept on walking. The last thing she wanted to do was to talk to Josh Coleman’s lawyer. “Miss Nealy, wait. This is about your father’s will.”
Nealy did stop then and turn around to confront the attorney. “I think you have me confused with someone who cares about things like that. Wrong time, wrong person. You have a nice day now.” Having said all she intended to, Nealy went outside to where Nick was waiting for her.
“Ma, she’s talking a blue streak. I don’t understand what she’s saying, but they’re words. A good speech therapist, and she’ll be fine. Do you want to tell me what the hell is going on around here?” Nick demanded.
“I came here for answers, and I got them. I feel like a thousand pounds have been lifted from my shoulders. We’ll talk about this when we get home. All I want to do now is get far away from here. By the way, that old man up there on the second floor is not your grandfather, so don’t feel bad about leaving.”
Nick shoved his Stetson farther back on his head. He watched his mother adjust her own Stetson before he spoke. “Then that has to mean the old man is not your father.”
“That’s right. Isn’t it wonderful? I don’t mean it’s wonderful he’s dying. I mean it’s wonderful that he isn’t my father.”
“I knew what you meant, Ma.” Nick grinned.
Emmie threw her arms around her mother and jabbered a blue streak. “Whatever you’re saying is music to my ears, honey. I’m so happy for you. God does move in mysterious ways,” Nealy said, hugging her daughter so hard she squealed, a sound Nealy loved hearing. “Nick, take Emmie back to the hotel and pack your things. I have some other unfinished business to take care of. Get the first flight out of here, and I’ll be home by midmorning tomorrow.”
“Ma, what other unfinished business?” Nick demanded.
“Thirty-three-year-old business, Nick. I’m on a roll now. We’ll talk when I get home. It’s wonderful about Emmie, isn’t it? I prayed every day of my life that this would happen. I’m sorry about the circumstances that brought it out, but I’m glad it happened.”
“What is it, honey? You want to go back to the house! Why for God’s sake?”
I have to do something. By myself.
“Okay, we’ll wait here for you.” Nealy’s eyes questioned her son, but he shrugged to show he knew as much as she did.
Emmie walked around to the back of the house and let herself into the kitchen. She looked around, uncertain where the voices she heard were coming from. She walked tentatively down the short hall to the dining room, where her two uncles and a stranger were sitting at the table. They looked at her questioningly. Trembling, Emmie walked over to her Uncle Pyne and reached down to take his hand. She looked at the big, callused hand and smiled as she dropped a penny onto his palm and closed his hand over it. She nodded, smiled, and walked out of the room.
Outside in the bright May sunshine, Emmie raised her face to drink in the warmth from the sun. She spread her arms wide and laughed. And laughed. She laughed so hard, Nick had to run over and clap her on the back to stop her from choking. “What did you do, Emmie?”
I gave my uncle Pyne a penny, she signed. It’s been to heaven and back. I don’t need it anymore. He does, though. He started to cry. Do you think he’ll cry as much as I did?
Nick stared helplessly at his mother, who was smiling from ear to ear. “Count on it, big sister.”
Nealy hugged her daughter and son good-bye and watched until their rental car was out of sight. Now she had other business to take care of.
Since it was still early in the business day, Nealy had her choice of parking spots. She maneuvered the rental car into a spot under the overhang of a large oak, hoping the sun wouldn’t be as strong in that particular spot. It would probably be stifling hot when she came back, but she would be able to live with that.
It was a new building, all brick and glass. There was no character to it at all. Just a clean-looking square building with four floors. The Cyrus Roland Building. She just knew the entire building was full of white-collar investment bankers with the senior Roland still active in the day-to-day business. The senior and junior members of the Roland family also belonged to every equine organization there was. They owned and boarded over a dozen horses in Kentucky that represented millions of dollars. No Derby winners, no Preakness winners, no Belmont winners. A few Blue Grass Stakes, one Santa Anita, but that was it. Nothing to light up a trophy room.
Nealy smiled as she hitched up her jeans, tucked in the pristine white shirt, and adjusted her Stetson before she slipped on a pair of Chanel sunglasses, a gift from Smitty on her last birthday.
At the entrance she looked around. The landscaping was lush and green, even fragrant. She found herself staring at her reflection in the glass and shiny brass that was everywhere on the first floor. It looked expensive. Cold, austere, and expensive. Perhaps even a tad intimidating to those without seven digits in their yearly income. Smitty had told Nealy a few months ago that Roland Investments had hit a rough patch with some junk-bond mess they were struggling to get out of.
Nealy opened the door, meandered toward the center of the huge lobby to a round marble desk, where a uniformed guard sat staring at monitors and an open car-racing magazine in front of him. “Good morning, sir,” she said. “I’m here to pick up Dillon. Now don’t you be calling upstairs and spoiling the surprise. Rolly and I are going to surprise Dillon today like he’s never been surprised before. He’s waiting for me, and you know Rolly doesn’t have a lot of patience at his age. I’m Cornelia Diamond, sir.”
“Rolly?” the guard said, a puzzled look on his face.
Nealy clucked her tongue. “Shoot, I keep forgetting everyone doesn’t call Mr. Cyrus Roland Rolly the way family does. He’s going to be a mite put out if you don’t let me go upstairs right now.”
“Your name isn’t on the list, ma’am,” the guard said.
“Shoot. Rolly is getting forgetful. Seems like every day or so he has one of those little senior moments everyone talks about. I spoke to him just ten minutes ago, and he told me to hustle right over here. I hustled. I’m here. I’ll be sure to mention to Rolly how accommodating you’ve been. Things like this help when they start figuring out Christmas bonuses.”
“Well, all right. I don’t want to be the one upsetting Mr. Roland’s surprise. It’s the fourth floor. Take the private elevator to the right.”
“Shoot, I know that, sweetie. You be sure to mark my name down there now. Rolly likes to know who comes in and out of his building. You are the sweetest man for helping me out like this. I’m going to tweak Rolly about not putting my name down on the expected list. Guess he was afraid Dillon would see it and spoil the surprise.”
“I’m sure that’s it. Y’all enjoy that surprise.”
“Honey, Dillon is going to sit up and purr when he finds out,” Nealy drawled.
She sashayed her way to the private elevator that led to Cyrus and Dillon Roland’s private offices. Inside the elevator, Nealy looked around at the luxurious teak-wood paneling and mirrored walls. She sat down on a petit point chair and gazed at her reflection. She looked scared out of her wits. She removed her sunglasses. She still looked scared out of her wits. So much for bluster. She put them back on.
Dove gray carpeting hugged her instep when she exited the elevator. The walls were mirrored, a perfect backdrop for the exquisite creature sitting behind a green-marble desk that was bare of everything except a phone, a marble nameplate, a message pad with an attached pen, and a crystal dish of M&Ms. Her thick blonde hair was stylish and piled on top of her head. Hair extensions, Nealy thought. No one could have that much hair and not be top-heavy. Her eyes were a compliment to her eye doctor. Lavender. The only other person she’d ever heard of who had lavender eyes was Elizabeth Taylor. Excellent contact lenses. Her teeth were pearl white, small, and perfect. It was obvious she’d made some dentist thirty thousand dollars richer. Nealy knew a thing or two about fashion these days, with Smitty’s help. The exquisite creature wore Armani that draped flawlessly over her perfectly shaped body. Nips and tucks, sliced and diced, another forty grand. Rolex watch, diamond stud earrings, and extra-long, acrylic, squared-off nails with a French manicure. Emmie’s only question would be, how does she wipe her rear end? Very carefully, Nealy thought. The marble nameplate on her desk said the exquisite creature’s name was Felicity St. John.
Felicity smiled, a major feat in itself with her lacquered-looking makeup. Nealy noticed the woman staring at her jeans and boots. “Honey, I didn’t have time to change. The moment my private jet landed, I had to skeddadle right over here. Tell Dillon I need to see him right away. Like this very minute,” Nealy purred.
“Miss . . . Mr. Roland is in a meeting. He can’t be disturbed. You don’t have an appointment. Do you, Miss . . . ?”
“Well, shoot! You just go in there and fetch him right out. I can’t be tying up my pilot while Dilly is in there discussing stuffy old things like money. Hustle now. Airplane fuel is expensive.”
“Mr. Roland left strict orders that he was not to be disturbed. He instructed me to keep all his calls on hold, Miss . . . I’m sorry. You really need to make an appointment.”
Nealy reached into her hip pocket for one of her business cards. It was wrinkled and bent when she pulled it out. She leaned across the shiny green-marble desk and got a whiff of an incredibly expensive perfume. “Let me put it to you another way, Miss Felicity St. John. Either you get off that designer ass of yours and go in there, or I’ll boot it through the goddamn door. That means like now. Don’t even think about not doing it or the toe of this boot will find its way clear up to your tonsils. Now hop to it, honey, and give old Dillon my card while you’re at it. By the way, Armani or not, lime green does not go with those lavender contact lenses.”
Nealy grinned when Felicity St. John tripped over her own feet in her haste to plow through the thick carpeting leading to Dillon’s door, where she knocked discreetly, opening the door at the same moment to slither inside and close the door behind her.
He should be out on the count of three, Nealy thought. One, two, threeee.
“Cornelia Diamond, if I do live and breathe. Now to what do I owe the pleasure of this little visit?” Dillon Roland threw out his arms in welcome. “I never thought I’d see the day you’d come calling on old Dillon Roland.”
“I was in the area. Can we go somewhere to talk in private?” Nealy said, looking pointedly at the Barbie doll behind the desk, who was staring at her with venom in her eyes.
“I have a client in my office, but we were just finishing up. The conference room on this floor is available if you’ll just give me a minute. Felicity, see to Miss Diamond’s comfort.” From the look on Miss Felicity St. John’s face, she would rather have seen to a rattler’s comfort.
“Certainly, sir,” she said, showing off the pearl white teeth. “If you’ll follow me, Miss Diamond. Can I get you anything? A soda pop, coffee, hemlock?”
Nealy smiled. “Cappuccino would be nice.”
“Why . . . I . . .”
“Would you have to leave the building to get it? That’s all right. I’ll be here for a little while. You take your time now, you hear.” Nealy flopped down on a chair whose petit point cushions matched the cushion on the bench in the private elevator.
The door opened soundlessly. Nealy half turned in her chair to acknowledge Dillon Roland’s presence.
“Cornelia, may I call you that? And of course, I’m Dillon. I’m not a formal kind of person. My father is, but I’m not. Never have been.”
Thinning hair, thick around the middle. Custom-made suit, pricey shoes. Rolex watch. All the trappings of wealth not to mention the elegant surroundings. In his youth, he’d been handsome and muscular. He’d recited beautiful poetry to her. Back then he did have a way with words. Back then she’d thought he had soulful eyes. Now they looked calculating and wary.
“Call me whatever you like. First things first. Wherever did you get that Barbie doll in the reception area?”
“My father hired her. She makes the place look good, and for that we pay her eighty grand a year. She reads trashy magazines all day long. When she hears the elevator coming up she shoves them in the drawer. It’s hard to find good help these days. Now, what can I do for you, Cornelia?”
“You did say, did you not, that you would do anything to get one of Dancer’s Flyby colts?”
“Yes, ma’am, I did say that, and I meant it. Short of murder, that is. The price doesn’t matter. Would you like me to call my father in here? He can back me up on my offer. He’s quite elderly now, and his sole purpose in life is to get a Triple Crown winner. I’d like to give him that if it’s possible. I know he would dearly love to meet you and shake your hand.”
“Anything, Dillon, short of murder?”
“Anything short of murder. Name it and it’s yours.”
Nealy leaned across the table to stare directly into Dillon Roland’s eyes. “You really don’t remember me, do you?”
“Of course I remember you. I congratulated you the day you won the Kentucky Derby. I was so in awe of you I was slobbering over myself. Your horse was magnificent. My own was a slug in comparison. I tried to get near you at the Belmont, but it was impossible. A Triple Crown now, that’s something to take home.”
“I’m Nealy Coleman, Dillon. You’re the father of my daughter, Emmie. Surely you remember the day you threatened to blow my head off with a shotgun if I ever told anyone. Now do you remember?”
Dillon slapped at his receding hairline. “Jesus H. Christ! I thought you looked familiar that day. I didn’t connect the names. You look so . . . different. Listen, that was the scared kid in me talking back then. I would never have done a thing like that,” he blustered. “We had some fun. It’s all in the past. Are you telling me you’re holding a grudge against me for that?” His face registered total disbelief at his own question.
“Yeah, Dillon, that’s exactly what I’m telling you. Emmie’s birth certificate reads Emmaline Coleman. I think it should read Emmaline Roland. She’s thirty-two. She might want to have children someday. She’ll need to know her medical background. Don’t think about denying it, Dillon. Today we have DNA. It’s a costly process, but I can afford it. That’s all I want from you. Nothing more.”
“But she’s a . . . they said . . .”
Nealy’s eyes narrowed. “Half-wit? Retarded? No. She’s normal in every way. She talks a blue streak. I can produce medical records. She’s married now. Emmie herself can file a lawsuit against you, make a claim, whatever. This, Dillon, is the ‘anything’ I mentioned earlier.”
“For Christ’s sake, Nealy, I have a family. My oldest son’s wife is due to have a baby any day now. If this comes out, I’ll never be able to live it down. That was over thirty-two years ago. If all you want is a name on a birth certificate, I can do that and have the records sealed. If you want me to go public, I can’t do that. My wife would never understand. My father would never understand.”
“Which part? The part where you were going to blow my head off or the part where you denied you were Emmie’s father or the part where I impregnated myself? I see, all of the above. The courts are very lenient these days in such matters. Okay, time for me to leave.”
“Does that mean you won’t sell me the next foal from Dancer’s Flyby?”
“Yep, Dillon, that’s what it means. You really are a ring-tailed son of a bitch, aren’t you? I guess I knew that when I came here. Oh, one other thing. Lordy, Lordy, how could I have forgotten? I’m moving all the Blue Diamond accounts. You know, you really are stupid, Dillon. I’ve been feeding those accounts to you little by little these past fifteen years. You have almost the whole ball of wax, and still you didn’t catch on. You’re up on it now, though, right? By the close of business tomorrow. Everything, Dillon. Don’t leave any fractions either. I called my broker earlier. He positively salivated when I gave him his orders. Gee, I hope you manage to get yourself out of that junk-bond mess. See you around.”
“Just a goddamn minute, Nealy. This is blackmail. That’s against the law.”
“So is seducing a minor. So are coercion and threats of bodily harm to said minor. I guess we’ll see each other in court.”
“Nealy . . .”
Head high, back and shoulders stiff, Nealy strode from the conference room and out to the reception area, where Felicity St. John was exiting the elevator, a paper bag in hand. “You’re grossly overpaid,” Nealy said as she stepped into the elevator.
In the marble-and-glass lobby, Nealy walked over to the guard and poked his arm playfully. “It went swimmingly. Thank you so much. You have a nice day now.”
“You, too, ma’am.”
Outside in the humid morning air, Nealy twirled around and around in the parking lot, not caring who saw her. Free. She was finally free of all of them.
Damn she felt good.
Real good.
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Joshua Coleman was laid to rest on the third Saturday of May, just as the three-year-olds bolted from the starting gates at Pimlico. There were those who said it was an omen. Others said it was nothing more than a coincidence. Horse people, superstitious to the core, held to their belief and watched as Sharpshooter, Josh Coleman’s colt, ran the distance to move into the winner’s circle at the Preakness. Those same people whispered and speculated among themselves, saying old Josh was spurring the horse on from on high. The family said nothing, their faces and manner somber as they walked away from the cemetery. There was no joy in the win, no sadness at the burial.
It simply was.
The good-byes were subdued and quick. There were handshakes all around, promises to stay in touch, and then they were gone. Only Ruby and Metaxas Parish lagged behind.
“Is there anything we can do, boys, before we head on out? I know this isn’t the time, then again, maybe it is, to congratulate you on your win at the Preakness. Ruby and I are both sorry your father wasn’t here to see it.”
Pyne jerked at the tie around his neck. When it wouldn’t loosen, he stretched his neck and ripped at the tie. He threw it across the kitchen. “He wasn’t our father,” he said in a strangled voice.
Ruby looked at her husband in disbelief before she sat down on the kitchen chair. “Maybe you better explain that. Then again, if you feel it isn’t our business, don’t tell us.”
“Well we have to tell somebody, so it might as well be you. Nealy liked you a lot, so I guess you’re the logical choice for us to spill our guts. I’ll give you the short version, and you can figure out the rest. Rhy, get out the bourbon.”
When the bourbon bottle was empty, Pyne pushed his chair away from the table. “Nealy took the folder with her. The really weird part of it all is she wasn’t angry. Relieved and sad, but not angry. Hell, when she first got here she was like some wild, raging bull. She stomped, she snorted, and she raged. She didn’t spare that old man one thing. I don’t know if she was right or if she was wrong. All I know is when she took her kids and left, all I had to show for it was a penny in my hand. Emmie said it had been to heaven and back, and maybe I needed it. I don’t know what the hell that means. All of this,” he said, waving his arms about, “supposedly reverts to the Texas Colemans. I don’t know how that can be, but there was a paper in that folder that said that’s the way it was supposed to be. They don’t know it yet. Rhy and I want to talk to Nealy before we tell them. We didn’t know Pa . . . Josh Coleman left a will until the lawyer told us that last morning when Nealy was here. He won’t read it or tell us what’s in it until Nealy comes back, and Nealy is never coming back here.
“Nealy isn’t just Nealy, our sister. She’s Cornelia Diamond, the richest woman in the state of Kentucky. She won the Triple Crown. She bred the horse, trained it, and rode it to three wins. Dancer’s Flyby colts go for millions a pop. SunStar had two of those colts. Our own stud fees from their offspring are in the millions, too. Pa never paid Nealy for the horses. Plain and simple, he stiffed her. She retaliated but not right away. She gave him every chance and then some, and when he didn’t pay, she slapped a lien on this farm and as near as we can figure, she charged twenty percent interest, so there has to be an outstanding debt of close to forty million dollars, maybe more. Then all the stud fees from those two colts come into question. When she’s done collecting, there won’t be anything left for the Texas Colemans. When she first came here, she said all she wanted was her daughter’s share. That was a whole messy story, and I already gave you the gist of it.”
“And you don’t approve of any of this, is that what you’re saying?” Ruby asked. “I understand your sister. The minute I laid eyes on her I knew she was special. I knew we would become friends. The first thing she said to me was, what can I do for you? I traveled the same road your sister did. I went through the same things she did, so I know where she’s coming from. I want to go to Kentucky, Metaxas.”
“If that’s what you want, sweet baby, then that’s what we’ll do.” Metaxas smiled at his wife.
“Our sister is a hothead,” Rhy said.
“She can’t be that much of a hothead if she managed to get where she is today,” Metaxas said quietly. “She sounds like a pretty amazing woman to me. About that will. Why don’t you, your brother, and your attorney go to Kentucky to read it. I can fly you there if you like. You need to settle things so you know where you stand. I’m no lawyer, but I do know things have to go to probate. I think you might have a problem with your accounts. When there are liens on a property, accounts can get frozen. You might not even be able to pay your workers. You need to put the legal wheels in motion.”
Pyne stared at his brother. “You’re the oldest, you make the decision.”
“We can’t all go. One of Pa’s rules was one of us had to be here at all times.”
“He’s not here anymore, Rhy. You’re the oldest. Now it’s your turn to make the decision. What’s the worst thing that could happen? You have a vet on the premises; your employees know their jobs. I’ll fly you there in the morning and you’ll be home in time to put the horses to bed. Why don’t you think about it and call us at the hotel. We’ll stay over and do a little sightseeing. My baby here likes to see new things,” he said, tousling Ruby’s wild mane of hair.
“I liked your sister. She has grit. I could tell that right off. She’s a good mother, too. I saw and felt that the moment I laid eyes on her. I was like that when I was her age, wasn’t I, Metaxas?”
“That you were, honey. Hell, you’re still like that. We’re staying at the Lansdowne since it’s only forty-five minutes from Washington and Ruby wanted to see the Vietnam Memorial. If you decide to take me up on my offer, I can be ready to leave by seven. We can see ourselves out. Talk it over and give us a call one way or the other.”
Pyne nodded. Rhy, stubborn to the end, muttered something that sounded like, “Yeah, okay.”
Nick walked up behind Smitty, and whispered, “What’s she doing?”
“She’s just sitting out there with a cup of coffee and smoking cigarettes. She’s having a bad time with all this. She knows she has to do something, but she doesn’t know quite what that something is. The burial is today, and so is the Preakness. Your grandfather . . . whatever he was, has a horse running and is favored to win. Your uncles have a horse . . . you know what I mean, Nick. I think if both events were televised, your mother would opt for the Preakness.”
“Maybe you should go out there and talk to her, Smitty.”
“Maybe I shouldn’t. I know when not to cross the line. That’s the reason your mother and I get on so well. It works both ways. It’s only been five weeks, Nick. She has a lifetime of reconciling to do. My advice is to leave her alone.”
“Yeah, I guess you’re right. Do you think she’s rooting for Sharpshooter to win?”
“You bet she is. She’s rooting for the horse, not the owners. Be sure you have that clear in your mind.”
“I gotta get back to the barn. If you need me, call, okay?”
“You bet.”
“You can come out now, Smitty,” Nealy called over her shoulder.
“You know what I really like about this place these days is it runs itself. I didn’t think that would ever happen, but it did. Beautiful day. I thought you were going to plant some flowers this morning, Nealy.”
“I am. I was just sitting here thinking. What kind of person am I that I didn’t go to his funeral? I’ve been asking myself questions since the day I got back here. I’m beginning to think Hunt was right about me. I have no heart. Somewhere along the way it eroded. I’m not a nice person. I can be mean and obnoxious. I’m arrogant and opinionated. It’s my way or the highway. My God, how did I ever get to be like this? Maud and Jess must be spinning in their graves at how I turned out. How can you stand to be around me? For whatever it’s worth, I sent Felicity St. John a note of apology for my bad attitude. I told you about her.”
“Nealy, don’t be so hard on yourself. You did what you had to do to survive. In time it got you to this place. You have your answers now. It doesn’t matter where you’ve been, baby, what matters is where you’re going and how you get there. The past is gone. Don’t try to go there. Tomorrow morning it’s going to be a whole new ball game, as Nick says. Try thinking of it as the first day of your new life.”
“Hunt . . .”
“It wasn’t meant to be, Nealy. Hunt’s gone. You’re still here. You’re rich, you’re beautiful, you have two wonderful children. And you have me. What more could you possibly want?”
“Peace. Inner tranquillity. A purpose. Love. I’m forty-eight years old, Smitty, and I’ve never been in love in the true sense of the word. I want to experience that feeling. I want to feel some man’s arms around me and know he cares more about me than he does himself. I want to fall asleep next to him and wake up before he does so I can just look at him and know he’s what makes me whole. I want someone to care about me when I don’t feel well. I want someone to hold my hand when we walk through the garden and I want him to pick me a flower and say I’m prettier than it is. I want to run barefoot in the rain with him. I want to do wild crazy things that only lovers do. There’s a part of my heart, Smitty, that no one has ever touched. I want it to bust wide open so I can feel. I want to dream and sing and be happy. Is that so much to ask? Do you think I should advertise for someone like that in the Lexington Herald-Leader?”
“I don’t think I would do that if I were you. Of course it isn’t asking too much. It does, however, bring a question to mind. If you never leave here, if you hang out in the barns day and night, how do you propose to meet the man of your dreams? I get it, you’re waiting for him to ride up here to the porch on his handsome steed, kind of like the way Jess did that day when he met Maud for the first time.”
Nealy laughed. “Hunt rode up in the dark. For a while I thought he was the one. I never should have married him. I was too selfish back then. He wasn’t selfish enough. Like you said, that’s all in the past. How’d you get so smart, Smitty?”
“By hanging around you. I think it’s time for you to join the social scene. You could set this whole state on its ear. Yeah, you, Nealy Diamond Clay. Why don’t we organize a ball and give it some fancy name. Like, the Derby Ball, the Triple Crown Ball, something like that. We could charge outrageous amounts and donate all the money to some worthy charity. That’s another thing, Nealy, you have all this money, and you don’t donate or give anything away. You need to start doing that. It’s called giving back. You could do all kinds of things like summer camps for kids where they can learn to ride, swim, play tennis, you could give out scholarships, you could do something for animal rights. Endowments. The list is endless.”
“So you’re saying I’m selfish and greedy.”
“Pretty much,” Smitty laughed.
Nealy stared at Smitty as though she had sprouted a second head. “You are absolutely right. Let’s do it! But not till tomorrow. I need this last day to wallow. My God, where in the hell have I been all these years?”
“In a barn,” Smitty snapped.
“Right again,” Nealy giggled.
Nealy watched the sun creep over the horizon from her bedroom window. It was a treat to stand at a window and revel in the beautiful colors of early morning. Dawn. A new day. A new beginning. This day, whatever it would bring, would be of her choosing. Decisions or lack of decisions would either affect her life or not affect it. If she chose to stay by the window all day long, nothing in her life would change.
A new beginning. That meant she had to make decisions. She had to go through the accordion-pleated envelope and scrutinize each piece of paper, every single document, and then she had to act on her findings. She also had to make arrangements to have her mother’s remains buried alongside Maud and Jess. I wish I had known her for just one day. Just one single day. I’d give everything I hold dear to experience my mother’s smile, my mother’s touch, my mother’s kiss. Did she smell like vanilla and homemade bread? Were her hands rough and callused? Did she smile? Did she sing when she did the laundry? Did she make pancakes on Sunday morning and big chocolate cakes for Sunday dinner? She would never know. Never, ever. When she herself was dead and gone, what would Emmie and Nick remember about her? Maybe it was better not to know things like that.
Nealy walked into the bathroom and stared at her reflection. The gray in her hair was showing again. She made a mental note to look into having it frosted. She grimaced when she thought of Felicity St. John. She never wanted to look like the shellacked receptionist.
A new day. That meant it was time to shower and go downstairs for breakfast. She was hungry enough to start chewing on the doorknob.
She put on a daffodil yellow sundress that showed off her spring tan along with matching sandals that felt funny on her feet after all the years of wearing sturdy boots. She was halfway down the steps when she stopped. If she planned to go riding later on, she was going to have to change her clothes. “Damn,” she muttered.
In the kitchen she looked at Smitty, who was sipping coffee and reading the newspaper. “I think we’re going to hire a housekeeper, Smitty. There aren’t any smells in here. There should be sweet smells, like cinnamon, fresh bread, and maybe an apple-pie smell. We both know you stink as a cook, and I’m even worse than you. I was hoping for pancakes or something like that. You know, hearty, to start off the first day of my new life.”
“There’s some frozen ones in the freezer. Just pop them in the toaster. A cook is a good idea. I hate cooking. I do like hanging out in the kitchen, though. It’s so cheerful in here since we did it over. All that red and all those green plants. You just want to sit here and do nothing.”
“I can’t just do nothing. That’s not in my makeup. I have a list. Each day I’m going to tackle at least two of those things. Emmie didn’t call, did she?”
“Not this morning. Nealy, she is amazing. She talks nonstop, and she’s getting quite good at it. Buddy says she talks in her sleep, but I don’t know how he knows this since he’s deaf. He said she wakes him in the middle of the night and practices her words on him. The whole thing is just amazing. Uh-oh, someone’s coming. I hear a car.”
Nealy looked out the kitchen window and gasped. “It’s my brothers and the lawyer. Oh look, there’s Ruby and Metaxas. Make more coffee, Smitty. Something must have happened.”
“Are you going to just stand there, or are you going to open the door, Nealy? I swear, you do belong in a barn. These are guests coming to your home. Smile and greet them. You can fight with them later.”
“I know that. I know that, Smitty. I’m just surprised that they’re here.”
“Hello,” Nealy said cheerfully the moment she opened the door. “What brings you all the way to Kentucky? Coffee anyone? Oh, Ruby, I’m so glad you came. I’ve thought about you and your husband a lot since I got back here. Please, come in. Let’s go into the living room or the dining room. There’s more space in there.”
“We’re here for . . . the will,” Rhy said.
“I thought he didn’t have a will,” Nealy said as she led the way into the dining room. “Since Pa wasn’t our pa, what does his will have to do with anything?”
“I don’t know. Mr. Avery Hollister, the attorney, has been very tight-lipped about it all. I know nothing more than you do, Nealy. Nice place you got here.”
“Yes, it is nice. In some ways it reminds me of... home.”
“Honey, Metaxas and I will stay in the kitchen until you finish your business.”
“No, no. Stay right here. I’m sure we’ll be done with this in a few minutes. Smitty is going to bring in some coffee. You’re family now, Ruby. That means you belong. You, too, Metaxas.”
“This is highly irregular,” the attorney said huffily.
“Get on with it, Mr. Hollister. Family is family. It doesn’t matter. Please, give us the short version. I think we already know what it says.”
“I rather doubt that, Mrs. Clay.”
“Wait a minute. How did you know my name? Clay is my married name. When did . . . Mr. Coleman make this will?”
“Two days after you won the Triple Crown. He marched into my office, proud as a peacock. Told me it was time to draft up a brand-new will. We did it right then and there. He came back and signed it one week later. A month later he updated it with your married name.”
Nealy could feel her heart fluttering in her chest. She looked across the table at Ruby, who smiled reassuringly.
“I’ll just gloss over the usual bequests. There aren’t that many anyway.”
“To Rhy Coleman, I leave the sum of one million dollars. To Pyne Coleman, I leave the sum of one million. To Cornelia Coleman Diamond Clay, I leave the sum of one dollar. To Emmaline Coleman, I leave SunStar Farms in its entirety, with the provision that Rhy and Pyne live out their days at SunStar. It is my wish for them to stay on to manage the farm the way they see fit.”
“I thought the farm was to revert to the Texas Colemans,” Nealy gasped, her face full of shock.
“That’s the way it was originally. However, Mr. Seth Coleman found himself in a financial bind some years back and asked Joshua for money. They cut a deal around the same time a sister named Sallie stepped forward to buy into Coleman Aviation. I was privy to those negotiations as well. SunStar Farms is free and clear, with the exception of your lien, Mrs. Clay. There is a sizable trust that can be drawn upon when needed.”
Nealy looked at her brothers, who were staring intently at the attorney. “Emmie doesn’t want the farm. She’ll deed it over to you both. You can keep my dollar, too. Now that it’s all been settled, why don’t we send Mr. Hollister on his way and enjoy this little family visit.”
“It’s not that simple, Mrs. Clay,” the attorney said. “You can say whatever you want, but until Miss Emmie tells me that’s what she wants, the will stands.”
“Yes, Mr. Hollister, it is that simple. My daughter doesn’t want the farm. I’ll call her to come over here right now. Did you ever hear that old saying, too much, too little, too late? This applies. My brothers worked their asses off from sunup to sundown, seven days a week, all their lives. They deserve that farm, and you’re going to see that they get it all nice and legal-like. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll call my daughter and we can wrap this up right now.”
In the kitchen, Nealy gaped at Smitty. “Did you hear all that?”
“I sure did. I’ll call Emmie. Are you sure she’s going to want to do this?”
“I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life. Tell her to hurry. Smitty, why do you suppose he did that?”
“Guilt! Remorse. I guess it was the only way he knew of to try to make it right. She’ll be doing the right thing if she deeds it back to her uncles.”
Back in the dining room, Nealy looked at her brothers. “Emmie will be here in about ten minutes. I’d like it if you stayed on for a visit, boys,” she said, suddenly shy.
“We need to get back to the farm, Nealy, but I know I speak for Pyne when I say we’d like to come back without any baggage trailing us.”
“My door will always be open to you both. I’ll have my attorneys take care of the lien.”
Pyne found his tongue. “You’d do that for us!”
“You’re my brothers. I would do anything for you. You should know that without asking.”
“Anything, Nealy?”
A chill ran up Nealy’s spine at the word. “Well almost anything. What do you have in mind?”
“Ride Sharpshooter at the Belmont for us.”
“Pyne, I’m out of shape. I was younger when I rode Flyby to his win, and I worked with him for three solid years. I don’t know your horse. He doesn’t know me. I don’t know . . . I don’t think . . . I was going to start this new life I’ve been promising myself. I was going to plant flowers, go to the beauty shop, start looking for some handsome guy to take me dancing, that kind of thing.” Nealy looked away so she wouldn’t have to see the disappointment on her brothers’ faces. “Besides, I wouldn’t be comfortable back there. What’s wrong with Ricky Vee?”
“He’s booked. You’d be riding against him at the Belmont.”
“Three weeks isn’t much time, Pyne. Okay, okay, but you bring the horse here. Just because I ride him doesn’t mean he can win. This is a big gamble for you to take.”
“You know Belmont. You rode it. I watched you win that race a thousand times. So did Rhy. Of course we didn’t know who you were back then. You were the best!”
Nealy felt her chest puff out. In a million years she never expected to hear her brother say she was the best at anything. “Pyne, that was a long time ago. I’m forty-eight years old now. How would you feel about Emmie riding for you? She’s her mother’s daughter. I think she’s as good, maybe better than I was back then. When can you have the horse here?”
“By tomorrow night. We want you, Nealy. I’m not saying your daughter isn’t as good as you. Win, lose, or draw, we want you riding Sharpshooter.”
Nealy’s head whirled. “Then let’s do it!”
Emmie breezed into the room, her face wreathed in a wide smile. “Where do I sign off on this?” she said, enunciating each word carefully.
Ten minutes later, Hollister closed his briefcase.
“I’m going to stay here with Nealy if she doesn’t mind having me for a guest,” Ruby said to her husband.
“Are you kidding? I would love it! Stay as long as you like.”
“I’d like to see you work with the horse, and, Metaxas, I want to go to the Belmont.”
“Sweet baby,” Metaxas boomed, “we’ll have the best seats in the clubhouse. I have a little business to take care of. Can you ladies survive without me for a few days?”
“Two at the most,” Ruby quipped.
“Nealy . . .” Rhy struggled for words, his boots scuffing the carpet.
“Shhh. This is a new day. For all of us. We’re family. If it’s in my power to give you a Triple Crown, I’ll do it. I don’t think I’ve ever been happier.”
Nealy’s eyes were moist as she watched the foursome make their way to the car that waited for them.
“We have one day for you to give me a crash course in horse racing,” Ruby said. “That’s so when you’re working with the horse I don’t ask all kinds of dumb questions.”
“This is so strange,” Nealy said, reaching for Ruby’s hand. “I feel like I’ve known you all my life. Isn’t having family wonderful?”
“Yes, honey, it is. For a long time I didn’t have one. I know what you’re feeling. Now, let’s go sit on that wonderful front porch of yours and talk.”
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The sun rode high in the sky, bathing the landscape in a warm yellow glow, when Ruby and Nealy settled down on the front porch to talk. When the shadows lengthened and the light spring breeze ruffled the trees, the two occupants on the front porch barely noticed. Nor did they notice when sandwiches and fresh coffee were set down on the small table between the twin rockers as darkness fell. As the stars peeped into the velvety night, the two women continued to talk, hardly aware that daylight had turned into darkness. They were still talking when the sun rose on what Nealy referred to as the first day of her new life.
Nealy flexed her shoulders and stretched her neck. “I can’t believe I’m not talked out. Do you realize, Ruby, we’ve been talking nonstop since eleven o’clock yesterday morning? And I have so much more to tell you, and I know you have things to tell me. But right now, I think we both need a shower and some breakfast. We have some of those things you pop into a toaster. We don’t cook much around here.”
“Then, honey, I have a cook for you. I pensioned her off when Metaxas and I moved to our island. I heard from her a month or so ago, and she said she’s climbing the walls with nothing to do. She’ll come here in a heartbeat if I call her. Metaxas will fly her here if you want.”
“I want. I want. Smitty will be so happy. My son will be forever in your debt.” Nealy turned suddenly shy. “There’s something about you, Ruby Parish. I told you things I’ve never told another soul. You’re the mother I never had. The sister I always wanted. You’re my favorite aunt. Smitty is right up there, but it’s a different kind of relationship. Maybe it’s the family thing, blood ties. I don’t know what it is or why I was drawn to you so instantly. It had nothing to do with . . . with your condition. I loved Maud Diamond with all my heart, but as much as I wanted and yearned for her to be a mother figure to me, it didn’t happen. There was always something missing. Smitty is a friend. A wonderful friend. When you get to know her, you’ll feel the same way. I wouldn’t have made it this far without her help. I’m so glad you decided to stay on for a few days. Am I doing the right thing, Ruby?”
“Absolutely,” Ruby grinned. “Believe it or not, the best thing that ever happened to you was when you left home.”
“I keep telling myself the same thing. Most times it works. There’s always that little part of you that says, what if. What I’m doing does feel . . . right.”
“Always go with your feelings, Nealy. If it feels right, then it’s right. It boggles my mind that you can race a horse. You’re just this little bit of a thing. Those horses are huge. I can’t wait to meet the horse responsible for all those winning colts. Do you know anything about your brothers’ horse?”
“Everything I need to know. He’s Flyby’s progeny. I’ve kept up on each and every one of Flyby’s colts. We have a chart in the office. I have airtight contracts and bills of sale. One wrong move, one wrong word, and a horse will come back to me at the speed of light. We drill that into the buyers from the git-go. They sign off on it willingly. I’m pretty good with horses. I’ll know in a few days if he’ll work with me. I cannot tell you how thrilled and delighted I was when my brothers asked me to take him on. Me! Me, Ruby! At that precise moment, I think I could have flown if I had flapped my arms. I’ve waited all my life for a moment like that. Come on, let’s get you fixed up. You’re going to need some coveralls and boots. Smitty can fix you up with a shirt and underwear. You’re about the same size. For all I know she has a whole shopping bag of stuff for you in the kitchen. She anticipates. Three weeks isn’t a lot of time.”
“Three weeks can be a lifetime for someone like me. Each day, each minute is one to be tasted, savored, and held dear. Before you can ask, maybe three years if I’m lucky. It could be two. It could be four. Let’s not talk about this, Nealy. I just want to enjoy being here without any worries. Metaxas is on top of everything. Is he not the wonder in wonderful? That man built an entire mountain for Fanny Thornton. I want to take you there, Nealy. I want you to see it all, and I’d like to be the one to show it to you. And we’re going to get Billie Thornton to dress you up. When we’re done with you, you are going to be one stylin’ lady. I guess you can say I’m partial to the Thorntons considering, like you, I was born on the wrong side of the blanket. I don’t know too much about the Colemans in Texas. They seem nice enough. I think it’s one of those, if you need me, you can count on me, kind of things. Everyone is busy with their own lives. Sometimes they forget just how important family is. Unless you didn’t have one like you and me, you can’t really appreciate it. That’s just my opinion.” Nealy nodded.
They walked in companionable silence into the kitchen. Nealy burst out laughing. “See, I told you there would be a shopping bag out here. Betcha there are enough clothes for four days.”
Ruby grinned as she pawed through the bag. “I’m going to help you and Smitty arrange that ball you were telling me about after the race. We’ll put Metaxas in charge of the guest list. I swear, honey, that man knows everyone in the world. He calls the president George. The president, Nealy. Your eyes would pop out of your head at the famous people who have come to our island to get away from the world. You ride a horse to the Triple Crown for the second time and that world is yours, honey! You’ll be one of the most famous women in the world!”
Nealy laughed. The sound was so contagious Ruby hooted right along with her.
“Ma! What’s so funny? I never heard you laugh like that in my whole life. Come on, share,” Nick said, opening the refrigerator.
Nealy continued to laugh. “I’m going to throw a party, and the president of the United States is coming.”
“Oh. Do we have any of those pop-up things with the frosting on top? Do I need a date? I heard you’re going to ride the Belmont, Ma. Smitty told me last night. She said you never went to bed. Is that true? You need eight hours of sleep, Ma. You better get that gray out of your hair before that race, or they’ll be calling you the old lady riding Sharpshooter. The press will kill you.”
“Go!” Nealy thundered as she tossed her son a banana.
Nealy watched as Ruby fished around in her handbag. “I want you to read this, Nealy. It was written by a woman named Teresa M. Walker. It’s a poem titled, ‘A Mother’s Love.’ I was so lonely when they sent me away to school. I know now that my mother loved me, and sending me away was the best thing for me, but I didn’t see it that way at the time. This poem helped me. I know it by heart.”
Nealy unfolded the wrinkled paper that was torn in several spots. She rather imagined the spots on the single sheet of paper were Ruby’s tears. She read it, her own eyes moist.
A Mother’s Love
A Mother’s Love is important,
For every child to see,
To hold, to touch, to kiss their cheeks,
Her way for them to be.
A love that is so gentle,
A love that is so pure,
A love that only A Mother’s Love,
Is felt and will endure.
She knows your every weakness,
She knows your every pain.
She knows A Mother’s Love for you,
Has everything to gain.
You see her will to do what’s right,
And hope you don’t do wrong,
But if you do, A Mother’s Love,
Forgives and just goes on.
Nealy dabbed at her eyes as she imagined Ruby as a young girl, cuddled in her bed with only a poem to comfort her. She held it out.
“No, you keep it. I don’t need it anymore.”
“Thank you, Ruby. I’ll treasure this.”
“You go ahead and shower. I want to call our old cook and make arrangements. You are going to love her, Nealy. I swear, she is the best cook in the whole world.”
“Okay, your room is the first door on the left. It has its own bath. Take your time, and I’ll make us some coffee when I come down.”
“I’ll make the coffee, Nealy.”
One of the five richest women in the world was going to make coffee for her. Life is certainly strange, Nealy thought. Wonderful, but strange.
They looked tired, Nealy thought as she stared at her brothers. Sharpshooter, however, was full of spit and vinegar as he backed out of the horse trailer.
“My God, he’s a monster!” Ruby quivered as she hid behind Nealy.
“He is a big boy. He’s awesome, isn’t he?”
“He’s got a good temperament, Nealy, but I have to tell you, he can pitch a fit with the best of them. Call us if you have any problems. We have to turn around and head back,” Rhy said.
“I’ll take good care of him. He’s going into the barn and paddock I used when I trained Flyby. Have a safe trip home.” She waited, not quite knowing what she was waiting for. When her brothers hugged her, she knew. “You’re getting gray hair, sis,” Rhy said.
Sis. Rhy couldn’t have said anything more endearing. “The two of you gave me these gray hairs.”
Pyne guffawed as he unhitched the trailer. “See you at Belmont, Nealy.”
“Yeah, see you,” Nealy said wistfully.
“They’re so different now,” Nealy told Ruby. “I can’t believe they hugged me. Rhy called me sis and teased me about my gray hair. I think I hate that old man more for what he did to them than for what he did to me.”
“Let it go, Nealy. Life is too short for hatred and bitterness. You’re out of the darkness now and into the sunlight. Stay there. You are not that bitter, vindictive person any longer. Now what are you going to do with this giant?”
“I’m going to walk him to his new home, then I’m going to talk to him for a long time. I’ll sleep in the next stall. We don’t have a lot of window room here. Three weeks isn’t much, Ruby. I want him to know I’m always there, right next to him. People say you can’t bond with a horse, and that’s pure horse shit. Pardon the pun. You can bond with a horse. Flyby and I are the perfect example. You just have to know how to do it. Watch this.” Nealy extended her hand with a wintergreen mint in the middle. Sharpshooter took it, whinnied, and waited for more. She gave him a second one before she took his bridle and started for the barn. “You ever sleep in a barn, Ruby?”
“No, but damn close. I hung out in the chicken coops when the chickens got restless way back when. Metaxas is going to be lost . . . later on. I was wondering, Nealy, do you think you could see your way clear to selling us one of Flyby’s colts? Metaxas has a birthday in January, and I’d like to give it to him for a present. We could board him here and you could train him. Oh, Nealy, wouldn’t it be wonderful if I could give him a winner? It’s about the only thing he doesn’t have. All he does is good things for people and never asks for anything in return. He’s one person you can count on no matter what. So, will you sell us one?”
“I don’t think so, Ruby.” Nealy smiled to take the sting from her refusal. “However, since we’re family, I could give you one. Give, Ruby. Not sell. It would be my pleasure.”
“Lady, you are one hell of a horse trader. I accept. Can I stay for the whole three weeks and go on to Belmont with you?”
Ruby Thornton Parish, one of the five richest women in the world, wanted to sleep in her barn and make coffee for her. “Ruby, you can stay forever. Metaxas, too. We’re family now.”
Twenty minutes later Ruby climbed the steps to the second floor. She was tired, but she wasn’t exhausted, which was strange since she hadn’t slept at all. She wondered if she should read something into it.
She looked around the small room. It was warm, cozy, and comfortable, all done up in soft, subdued colors. The rocker beckoned her. She’d noticed other rocking chairs in the house and couldn’t help but wonder if Nealy or her predecessor was the one who liked to rock. She smiled at the huge yellow daffodil appliqué in the middle of the bedspread. Everything about these two families reflected either sun, stars, or the color yellow. Perhaps one day she would try to figure it out but not now. Now she wanted to think about Nealy and the instant rapport they’d found on the front porch.
She leaned her head back and closed her eyes as she tried to picture the opulent island home Metaxas had lavished on her. She’d never been able to make him understand she didn’t want or need all the costly things he gave her. In the end she’d just given up because it gave him such pleasure to do things for her. Once she’d tried to tell him she got more pleasure out of rescuing animals from the pound so they wouldn’t be put to sleep. The very next day the wheels were in motion to build and set up a five-thousand-acre animal sanctuary. He had the simple sign made before the architect finished the plans. It was plain, the way she was, the words just as simple, The Ruby Thornton Parish Home for Animals. She felt like crying.
“Are you going to start to blubber, Ruby? You and Fanny are just alike. She blubbers, too. For good things. I was never able to understand that.”
“Ash! Ash, is that you? How’d you know I was here? Back there on the mountain you said good-bye. I thought you weren’t ever . . . you know, coming back.”
“I did say good-bye to Fanny because she didn’t need me anymore. I keep tabs on all my family. You know that, Ruby.”
“Yeah, well, I remember the day you told me to get out of your life. Are you here because you know about me and . . .”
“You can’t dwell on things like that. I learned the hard way.”
“Easy for you to say, you’re already dead.”
“Dead is dead, Ruby. You’re still alive. I was stupid back then. Blood is blood. They don’t come any better than you. I haven’t forgotten how you saved my kids. That guy you married, he’s one in a million. Stop worrying about what’s going to happen. Live your life, Ruby. When it’s your turn, I’ll be here waiting for you along with a lot of other people.”
“Ash, what do you think about this new branch of the family?”
“They’re okay. She’s a spitfire. I’ve been watching her for a long time. It took you all long enough to hook up. Is anyone ever going to look for Aunt Peggy ? Now there’s a project for you, Ruby. I think you’re going to learn a lot from each other. I guess you miss the family.”
“Yes, I do. Everyone has their own lives. We come together for an event, a crisis, but other than that, I never get to see anyone. It’s a damn shame when you look forward to a funeral just so you can see your family.”
“Ah, Ruby, if you had your way, you’d cluster all of them under one roof. I can see how Fanny rubbed off on you. The mountain is lookin’ real good these days. Real good.”
“Ash, do you know how long . . . ?”
“Live, Ruby. Do what you want, but live. God, lady, you have it all. Do you have any idea what you can do before it’s your time?”
“We aren’t talking horse races and balls, are we?”
“In part. Keep a sharp eye, Ruby. The Colemans are in some financial difficulty. There’s going to be some trouble there.”
“Damn it, Ash, be more specific. Don’t make me spin my wheels. Who the hell is Peggy?”
“There’s a severe drought in Texas. The oil wells are coming up dry. The Japanese stock market is down, way down. The coffers are almost empty. Fanny owns fifty-one percent of Coleman Aviation. Just tuck that away for future reference. Peggy is Sallie’s sister. Did you forget?”
“What does that mean, Ash? Don’t just throw words at me like that. What is it I’m supposed to do? I don’t ever remember anyone telling me about an Aunt Peggy.”
“You know how to fight, Ruby. You showed me that at the casino the first time we met. You have guts. Be prepared to use them.”
“Does this all have something to do with Nealy and her brothers? Ash, don’t let me hang here.”
“Aver y Hollister is a jerk. Hell, he’s not even a bad lawyer, he’s a terrible lawyer. He’s real sloppy with his paperwork, too. Listen, I gotta go, Ruby. I think you can handle things.”
“Wait, Ash, don’t go. What if I need you? Should I whistle, call your name? What?”
“Ruby, you sound just like Fanny. When you need me, I’ll be there for you.”
“All right, Ash. Is this our little secret? I don’t think I ever had a real secret before. Having one with my brother is kind of special.”
“It’s whatever you want it to be, Ruby.”
“Oh, shit! That means this is all a dream, and I’m going to wake up and start to cry all over again. Don’t come into my dreams anymore. It’s too sad. Oh, I wish this was real.”
“Ruby, are you ready?” Nealy called from the hallway.
Ruby jerked upright. “I’m . . . I’m coming, Nealy. I think I must have dozed off for a moment. I was having this . . . nice dream about my brother. I’ll be out in a minute.”
“Take your time. I’ll meet you downstairs.”
In the bathroom, Ruby’s bare toe touched something cold and hard. Staring up at her was a round gold medallion that said Babylon in the middle and underneath, the number 1000. The gold medallions were special. Everyone in Las Vegas knew about Ash Thornton’s thousand gold medallions. Fanny had told her early on that Ash had a thousand of them made up to give to special people. Anyone entering Babylon with one of his gold medallions was to be given the red-carpet treatment. Translated, that meant the holder of the medallion was to be given whatever he or she wanted, no questions asked. To date, according to Fanny, all but two of the medallions had been redeemed. Fanny said she kept hers in her safe-deposit box and as far as she knew, Ash had the other one, but it was never found after his death. The number on Fanny’s medallion was 999. Ash’s number was 1000.
Ruby squeezed her eyes shut and then opened them immediately as she dropped to her knees to see the gold chip winking up at her. It wasn’t a dream after all.
She finally had a secret.
“Thanks, big brother.”
“My pleasure, Ruby.”
She arrived in a swirl of dust and spurting gravel, the horn blasting on a brand-new, fire-engine red Jeep Grand Cherokee. She said her name was Willow Bishop, and she was there to cook. But not till her nine suitcases, four trunks, and her box of copper-bottom pots and pans were secured indoors.
“How old is she, Ruby?” Nealy whispered.
“Maybe twenty-two. I don’t really know. Probably twenty. I told you, her mother used to cook for us. I never met Willow. She was away at school. Unfortunately for us, Angelina just signed a contract to cook for the secretary of state. We have Metaxas to thank for that since he’s the one who got her the job. She assured me Willow was a better cook than she was. Why, Nealy, is it important? You don’t have to be a certain age to cook. Look at you, you’re forty-eight, and you can’t cook worth a damn.”
“Take another look at her, Ruby, and then think about Nick.”
“She is pretty. Look at those dark eyes. A body could drown in them. Nice figure, a perfect size eight, I’d say. Fashionable, too. You do realize she only cooks and cleans up. No housework. Five hundred a week, room and board. You’ll probably want to give her a raise after the first week. I’d sign her to a contract if I were you. Don’t worry about Nick. According to you, all that boy does is work. If they hit it off, great. If they don’t, that’s okay, too.”
“I’m Nealy Clay, Miss Bishop. This is Ruby Parish. Your room is off the kitchen, and it has a private bath. I’ll give you the name and phone number for the grocery store. Just call and have them deliver whatever you want. They’ll send me a bill. I’ll send someone up to carry your things inside. We like to eat dinner around seven, lunch around twelve, and breakfast at six. Is that okay with you?”
Willow smiled. “That’s fine, ma’am. What I do is make up menus the beginning of the week. I stick to them, too, unless something special comes up. You can pencil in any changes Monday morning. All I really need to know is, are you into health-conscious food, are you hearty eaters, and how many will there be for meals? I’ll check your pantry, your refrigerator, and get to work. Is there anything in particular you’d like for dinner this evening? I’m not going to be able to do lunch with what you have here,” she said, opening the refrigerator and frowning.
“She has a lot of those pop-up things you put in a toaster. Some are even like pizza.”
“You can die from that stuff,” Willow said, wrinkling her nose.
“As for dinner, surprise us. I do like desserts. Sweet desserts. The gooier the better. Make enough so I can eat it before I go to bed, too. Lately we’ve been more or less eating on the run around here.”
“Not anymore,” Ruby grinned. “I think we should get out of Willow’s way and let her get started. I can’t remember the last time I was up and dressed at this hour. Probably never. No, that’s not true. I used to have to get up for the chickens. Do not ever serve me chicken, Willow.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“All right, Ruby, it’s time to start working with Sharpshooter. Get it in gear and let’s go.”
It was six-thirty when Nealy walked into the kitchen, with Ruby trailing behind. She was tired, so tired she didn’t think she could take another step until she sniffed at the aromas emanating from the stove. She perked up immediately. “Do we have time to shower and change, Willow?”
“Absolutely.”
“I’ll set the table for you when I get done.”
“That’s not necessary, ma’am. I already did it. In the dining room. My food is not kitchen food. It deserves to be eaten on fine china in a dining room. I have three different wines for the meal. I washed everything since it had a thick layer of dust on it.”
“Well . . . I . . . thank you. I like eating in the dining room. Fine china is good. Crystal and silver are just as good. Actually, I’m looking forward to this. I’m starving. How about you, Ruby?”
“I have never been so tired in my whole life.” At Nealy’s instant look of concern, she hastened to add, “It’s a good kind of tired, Nealy. It’s nothing to worry about. A shower, some clean clothes, and a fine dinner will work wonders. If I don’t fall asleep after dinner, remind me to call Metaxas.”
“He called five times, Miss Ruby. He said not to disturb you. He’s going to call you after dinner.”
“And dinner is . . .”
“Roasted Maine lobster with some very fine chanterelle mushrooms, a butter cognac sauce with fried leeks. I found a nice Corton Charlemagne, Bonneau du Martray. I also prepared a grilled rack of lamb with potato gratin, a mango-apple chutney, and mint aioli. I prepared a small dish of pan-crispy turbot with baby spinach, some teardrop tomatoes, and a bluefin tuna, bacon, and truffle hollandaise sauce. I did not make a lot of any one thing. I need to see what kind of appetites you all have. Miss Smitty said she would be joining you for dinner and said she likes to eat hearty. She said your son also has a big appetite. I kept that all in mind. Hurry now, as it will all be ready to serve momentarily.”
“What’s for dessert?” Ruby shouted as Nealy dragged her toward the stairway.
“Bonbons and petit fours with a minty chocolate marshmallow sauce.”
Nick charged into the kitchen, stopped in his tracks, stared at Willow Bishop, sniffed the aromas that wafted about, grinned, and said, “Marry me now!”
“That’s one way of keeping her in the family!” Ruby giggled. “Sign her to a contract, Nealy, as soon as we finish dinner.”
“I knew it! I knew it!” Nealy sighed. “He’s only twenty!”
“And you think, what? That he’s a virgin?”
“No, I don’t think . . . he might be . . . He doesn’t really, you know, date.”
“That you know of. Stop being a mother for a little while. Let him be a young man.”
“All right. All right. Emmie sort of inched her way along. This is like bam!”
“Nealy, look at me. You’re jealous, aren’t you?”
“A little,” Nealy said.
“Get over it. Quickly. For both your sakes.”
“I’ll try.”
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“Hey, big guy, how’s it going?” Nealy said, crawling out of the straw in the stall next to Sharpshooter. “No work today. We’re going for a long ride with just two stops for you.” She fished a mint from her pocket and held it out. “I’m going to give you a whole bag of these if you take me into the winner’s circle. D’ya think we can do it?” The colt reared back and snorted. “I’m going to take that for a yes. I think we’re both lookin’ pretty good. Ruby dyed my hair last night, so they aren’t going to be calling me an old lady when we trot into the gate. Well, maybe they will, but they won’t be able to call me an old lady with gray hair. You better not show me that pissy side of you when we get there either. We both know that doesn’t work with me. Your daddy didn’t get away with it and neither are you.
“It’s a beautiful day for traveling. I don’t know why, but I’ve always loved the month of June. For some reason the world seems different in June.” As she talked softly to the colt, her hands were busy, rubbing and caressing his head, whispering in his ear, snorting in his nostrils and tickling him. Each time she laughed, Sharpshooter whinnied.
“The last time I traveled to New York, it was a day just like today. I woke up with a rocket in my stomach that morning. I think Flyby had one in his stomach, too, and they both exploded at the same time. Listen to me, this race isn’t for me. I don’t have to prove anything to anyone any longer. Smitty and Ruby are right, it’s time for me to give back. I know this isn’t exactly what they meant, but it’s a start, and I want to give this win to Rhy and Pyne. Three weeks out of my life and two minutes to race you down to the home stretch don’t amount to much unless you’re counting time like Ruby and my brothers. There’s only one little thing bothering me. Ricky Vee is going to be riding Dillon Roland’s horse. We can’t let that bastard win. We’re favored to win, but that can go either way. No one knows I’m riding you tomorrow. Rhy filled out the papers with another jockey’s name. He’ll be scratched at the last minute and my name announced. My brothers want it that way. I know it has something to do with Dillon, but guess what, I don’t care. I hope you understand everything I said.
“If you were mine, I think I would give Ruby your first colt. Then again, maybe it should be Flyby’s colt. Can you imagine anything more important than your daddy siring two Triple Crown winners? I guess it’s going to depend on how well you do tomorrow.”
Ruby rolled over in the straw in the stall to the left of Sharpshooter’s stall. She blinked at the mention of her name, then listened shamelessly.
“In the three weeks that I’ve known Ruby, I have come to love her. I want to do something wonderful for her. And for her husband, too. She’s so rich her husband planted a whole mountain, and you know what, she’s sleeping in a barn and she makes me coffee. She’s sick, too. If I could, I’d breathe my own life into her. I’d give her one of my organs if she needed it. I’ve been praying every night that the doctors can help her. I don’t like time limits, so I am going to pretend she is going to be here forever. Okay, baby, time to go for your walk. No workout today. Okay, okay, one more,” Nealy said, as the colt tried to stick his nose into her shirt pocket.
Ruby struggled to her feet, her eyes moist. The only person who had ever said such nice things to her was Metaxas.
“She meant every word she said, Ruby.”
“Ash! Good morning. You’re up early,” Ruby quipped. “I know she did. I love that girl. Is she going to win, Ash?”
“I have no clue. Listen, Ruby, I thought I told you to stay on top of that legal crap. You promised you would.”
“Ash, when have I had time? I told Metaxas to check up on it. He said he has a handle on all of it. Nealy needed me here in the barn. Did something happen? What?”
“There’s a big powwow going down in Texas tomorrow.”
“What does that mean to me, Ash? If you know what’s going to happen tomorrow, how come you don’t know who’s going to win the race? Does that . . . powwow have anything to do with Nealy and her brothers?”
“It has everything to do with them. Now get on it, Ruby.”
“First I have to find my husband. Do you know where he is?”
“Ruby, Ruby, Ruby. I don’t know everything. I imagine he’s having breakfast. Did you ever have a fried egg sandwich at midnight?”
“Almost every night of my life once I met all our family. It’s Sunny’s favorite. She’s doing really well, Ash. Jake is . . . Jake. He talks about you all the time. He hasn’t forgotten you either. I don’t think he ever will.”
“I have to go now, Ruby. Get a move on. You need to take care of this family. I’m counting on you.”
“Really, Ash. I thought . . . Fanny . . . the kids. Why me?”
“Because I picked you, that’s why.”
“Are you going to be at the race tomorrow?”
“Damn straight I’m going to be there. You might want to think about giving Nealy your good-luck charm tomorrow.”
“What good-luck charm?”
“The one I gave you. It’s kind of special, Ruby. It doesn’t mean you can’t, you know, lend it out for special occasions like tomorrow. When you get it back, you keep it close to you, and you’ll be fine. Do you hear what I’m saying?”
“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”
“Yeah, Ruby.”
“Oh, Ash. Can I tell Metaxas?”
“I think he knows, but yeah, okay.”
“I’ll see you . . . talk to you tomorrow. I have to find Metaxas now.”
She was off like a bullet, running like a young girl, shouting her husband’s name as she raced to the kitchen where he was finishing his breakfast. She burst into the kitchen, her face flushed, her voice jubilant.
“Quick, Metaxas, come with me. I have to hurry, and there’s something I have to tell you. Hurry, honey.”
“Ruby, what the hell? Calm down. You know what the doctors said.”
“Screw those doctors, Metaxas. I want you to listen to me. I don’t have time to go through this twice.”
“Okay, honey, spit it out!”
“I’m just going to blurt out all of this as I get undressed. I’ve been talking to Ash. He told me something so wonderful I can’t believe it. You know the story of the gold medallions he gave out, right? Fanny has 999. Ash had the last one. Number 1000. They were all redeemed except Fanny’s and the one Ash had. Fanny keeps hers in her safe-deposit box. They never found the one Ash kept for himself. I found it, Metaxas. Three weeks ago right there on the bathroom floor. I didn’t tell you because . . . because I thought you’d laugh at me. Look, here it is,” she said, opening the dresser drawer. “Ash told me not ten minutes ago that if I kept it close to me, I would be fine. He said I’ll be okay. He said I’m not going to die. When you’re up there, you have the inside track on things. He isn’t the one who is going to let me live, it’s nothing like that. What he meant was all the treatments, all the medications and therapy are working. It’s like I can breathe again, come alive, and be with you.”
“Ruby . . .”
“Don’t say it, Metaxas. I believe him. I’ve been feeling so good lately. Tired but good. I sleep, I eat like a horse, and I just feel damn good.” To prove her point, Ruby removed her denim shirt. Metaxas wanted to bawl when he looked at her naked chest, at the scars and the burns from the radiation and chemotherapy she’d had to undergo for her double mastectomy. “I never wanted you to see how ugly I was, that’s why I always wore a tee shirt under my clothes. Now it doesn’t matter to me. As long as I can live and as long as I know you can accept me and the way I look, I’ll walk outside naked for the world to see. Metaxas, I’m okay. Do you hear what I’m saying?”
“Oh, God, Ruby,” Metaxas said, gathering her into his arms. “That never mattered to me for one minute. It didn’t matter to me when you lost all your hair either. You know that. I didn’t fall in love with your hair or your breasts. I fell in love with you. Are you sure you weren’t dreaming this?”
“I was not dreaming. This is not wishful thinking on my part. Honey, Ash was never here in this house. He told me to give the medallion to Nealy tomorrow for the race, but to take it back right away. I never asked you for anything, but the minute she gives it back to me I need someone to drill a hole in it, and then I want a heavy gold chain with a super-duper latch so I don’t ever lose it. Can you do that for me? I know it isn’t a challenge like planting a mountain or building an island. I really gotta hurry now, honey. You can do that for me, can’t you? I look like a boy now, don’t I?” Ruby said sadly as she peered at her flat chest in the bathroom mirror. She perked up immediately at the concern on her husband’s face. “No more push-up bras for me.”
Metaxas sat down on the edge of the bathtub and howled with laughter.
Fifteen minutes later, Ruby was dressed and ready to go, the medallion clutched in her hand. “Ash never said what would happen if I lost this,” she said.
“You aren’t going to lose it, sweet baby. I guarantee it. C’mere, give me a big kiss, and I’ll see you in New York.”
“Honey, Ash said there’s going to be a big powwow in Texas tomorrow. He was upset with me because I wasn’t on top of it. Do you know what’s going on?”
“I think so. I’ll know more tomorrow. I can’t believe you’re sleeping in a barn, honey.”
“I love it. The rich smell of horse poop, there’s nothing like it anywhere. It gets in your blood. Nealy said it would happen, and it did.”
“Do you want me to buy you a horse farm, sweet baby?”
“No! All I want is to be able to come here and be welcome. Nealy said we could stay forever. She meant it, too. She loves me, Metaxas, she really does. I love mucking the stalls, I love doing all that stuff. Those damn chickens made all this possible for me. Horse dung is a lot different from chicken poop. See ya, honey.”
Every emotion in the world crossed Metaxas Parish’s face as he watched his wife run down the path to the barn. “If this is some kind of cruel joke, Ash Thornton, I’ll find a way to get up there to wherever the hell you are and kick your ass all the way to hell. I never make threats I don’t intend to keep, so keep that in mind,” Metaxas said fiercely.
“Oh yeah. Well, hear this, big guy. I never make promises I can’t keep either, so you keep that in your mind. Chew on that one, Metaxas Parish.”
“Son of a bitch! You are real! What I mean is, you really do talk to her.”
“Only when she needs me. That was a real nice thing you did there in the bathroom. You’re okay in my book. Now get off your ass and figure out what’s going on in Texas before the dark stuff hits the fan.”
“I’m on it!”
“Good. See ya at Belmont.”
“Yeah, right. Hey, wait a minute . . .”
“You people down there think I have all the time in the world. I have things to do and places to go. I’m busy. What?”
“Thanks. I know it’s just a word, but it’s the best I can come up with.”
“It’ll do. I still owe you for replanting the mountain. When you have time, go fishing with Jake.”
“You got it!”
At the airport, Metaxas headed for the first phone booth that came into his line of vision. He hoped he was on time. His shoulders squared off the moment he heard the voice on the other end of the line. “Metaxas Parish here. I have something to tell you, and I want you to listen very carefully. When I’m finished, I want you to do exactly as I say. I know it’s going to cut into your travel time, but it has to be done immediately. Check everything twice, be sure there are no mistakes. You have to trust me on this and not ask questions. I want you to bring everything with you to New York. You know what they say, the first one out of the gate wins the prize. This is what you do . . .”
Riley Coleman stopped his car, the way he did each and every day, before he drove under the high wooden arch emblazoned with the name SUNBRIDGE. His practiced eye took in the miles of white rail fence stretching into the distance. Tall oak trees lined the winding drive, and on either side were expanses of dead brown grass. The whirl and swish of the pulsating sprinklers was silent these days because of the drought.
He eased his foot down on the gas pedal, the Bronco moving slowly down the driveway, Riley savoring the moment when Sunbridge came into view.
The great house, caressed by the sun, basked upon a gently sloping rise beneath the Texas sky. It was three stories of the palest pink brick and was flanked by twin wings, which were also three stories high, but set back several feet from the main structure. White columns supported the roof of the veranda, which swept along the entire front. There was a fanlight transom over the two huge oak front doors. The same design was repeated over each window on the top floor. Ornamental topiaries and crepe myrtle hugged the foundation, and a magnificent rose garden surrounded the house, complete with trellises and statuary.
It was a hell of a spread, Riley liked to say, and all of it his and Ivy’s. One day it would belong to his son, Moss. Thousands of acres of prime land, where Thoroughbreds and cattle grazed contentedly. For now.
Once the land had been owned by Riley’s great-grandfather, Seth Coleman. It was said that when he first saw it, he felt as though he could reach up and touch the sun. He had come from dark beginnings, and this great house upon the rise would bridge his past with his future. The name Sunbridge was entirely his own conception. Seth Coleman, according to all who knew him, was a ring-tailed son of a bitch who stomped on people, was cruel and vindictive, with a black heart. It was well known in Texas circles that he was greedy and power-hungry and would stop at nothing to get what he wanted.
Riley brought the Bronco to a stop outside the front doors. He liked walking past the ethereally graceful rose garden and the feminine sweep of the clematis vine that surrounded the oak doors. He remembered how the house had looked before the tornado swept it all away. There had been shiny, dark wooden floors, massive beams supporting the ceilings, thick, dark Oriental carpets, and man-sized leather furniture. Each time he entered the old house, he imagined the smell of his great-grandfather’s cigar smoke, the thudding of high-heeled cowboy boots, and the sound of boisterous men drinking hard whiskey. Now Sunbridge was full of sunlight, earth-tone furniture, white walls, and light oak floors. The smells were those of his wife and son. The sounds were popular rock, Ivy’s and his son’s laughter. The floor-to-ceiling walls were gone, replaced with half walls, so that the entire first floor was open and inviting.
He almost had it all, he thought as he opened the massive oaken doors. As always, he stood stock-still and pitched his baseball cap toward his peg on the hat rack, the only thing to survive the tornado that had destroyed the house.
Normally he viewed his entrance into the house as a homecoming. A happy event. Today it wasn’t so. He listened to the sound of voices coming from the kitchen. That had to mean the others were here. Sawyer, Maggie, and Cole, Cary and Thad. Counting himself, there were just four members left of the family, if you didn’t count the wandering gypsy Susan and her children. While Cary and Thad were family, they weren’t blood. Cole had called this family meeting. More than likely it was a crisis. These past years they only seemed to get together as a family when a crisis of some sort threatened either the family or one of them as an individual.
He dreaded walking into the kitchen, dreaded listening to whatever the problem was going to be. Hell, he had enough problems of his own—the severe drought, the oil wells that weren’t producing, and some kind of sticky problem with the newest branch of the family.
There were hugs and kisses, handshakes and manly slaps on the back the moment Riley entered the kitchen. Someone handed him a bottle of beer. He looked around. It must be a major crisis, he thought. Everyone looks worried.
He waited. When the silence continued, he gritted his teeth. “Let’s hear the short version,” he snapped.
“I can give it to you in four words, the Japanese stock market,” Cole said. Riley cringed. He was painfully aware of the deep decline of the Japanese stock market.
“Coleman Aviation sucks,” Sawyer said sourly. “We’re so deep in the red I doubt we can climb out. I hate to remind you all, but the Thorntons take fifty-one percent of everything. I’m getting a little sick of busting my ass for that branch of the family.”
“I don’t want to hear that kind of talk. The Thorntons bailed out Mam when she needed it, so hush, Sawyer,” Maggie said. “Family is family. You know Mam’s feeling on that.”
“Mam isn’t here now,” Sawyer said coldly. “Riley, what do you have to say?”
“This is the worst drought ever to hit the state of Texas. My two water wells are almost dry. We’re buying water for the cattle, and the price is prohibitive. We haven’t had a gusher in four years. We’re hemorrhaging money.”
Cary Asante looked around the table. “What’s mine is yours.”
“I feel the same way,” Thad said.
“I don’t know what your assets are, but I suspect they won’t come close to the kind of money this family needs. The offer is appreciated, though,” Cole said tightly.
“What are our options?” Maggie asked. “Whatever I have independently is all yours if needed. Billie Limited is in the black. We can mortgage it or sell.”
“I already exercised my one option. I’m mortgaged to the rafters. My plan was to call Cole for a temporary loan. I guess that’s out of the question. I have six months before my notes are called at the bank. The day after, the whole kit and caboodle goes to the highest bidder. I haven’t said anything to Ivy, so let’s keep this between us.”
“Where does that leave us?” Maggie asked.
Cole looked across the table at his mother. “At the edge of a very big, very dark black hole.”
“The stock market will go back up. It always does. The drought can’t last forever. I’ll go to the Thorntons and beg if I have to. They’ve helped us in the past. I’m sure they’ll help us again,” Maggie said.
“Mother, that was in the old days, when a handshake worked like magic. It doesn’t work that way anymore. We’re talking interest in double digits. They’re saying the drought could last another year. If Riley doesn’t strike oil or if we don’t get orders for planes in the next few months, we might as well pack it in,” Cole said. His fingers worked and twisted his tie. In his frustration he yanked it so hard his entire face and neck turned brick red. “How the fuck did this happen?” he said in a strangled voice. “Usually one or the other of us has some ups and downs, but we never have them all at the same time.”
“Everyone just calm down,” Maggie said. “We can talk this out and come up with a solution if we all work on it.”
Riley dropped his head into his hands. “I wish Grandma Billie were here. She always knew what to do.”
“What exactly is that supposed to mean, Riley? I’m doing the best I can to understand what happened. No, I’m not Mam. You all told me you were capable of running things. I took you at your word. Now this. I offered to sell Billie Limited. That will fetch us some high millions. It’s been operating in the black for years. Just in case no one has noticed, let me point something out to all of you. Anything we Coleman or Thornton women work at works. One hundred percent. Look at Nealy Coleman, for God’s sake. Mam did it. Fanny Thornton pulled it all together, and before her, Sallie Coleman Thornton did the same thing. This is no time to start blaming anyone for anything. We’re a family, and we’ll pull together. We made it work before, and we’ll make it work this time, too.”
“Aunt Maggie, I didn’t mean . . .”
“Yes, Riley, you did mean it. You were comparing me to Mam, and I came up short in your eyes. If anyone else feels the same way, say so now.”
“What time is it?” Riley asked suddenly.
“Almost four-thirty. Why?”
“Let’s go into the den. I want you all to see something. Josh Coleman’s horse, Sharpshooter, is running in the Belmont. If he bags it, SunStar Farms has itself a Triple Crown winner. This,” Riley said, pulling a legal-looking brown envelope out of a kitchen desk drawer, “will explain it all. First, we’re going to watch the race.”
Cole Tanner smacked both his hands, palms down on the kitchen table. “We’re teetering on the edge of a black hole where we could all literally lose our shirts, and you want to watch a horse race on television. I-don’t-think-so.”
“You always were a goddamn hothead, Cole. Would it make a difference if I told you SunStar Farms and that possible Triple Crown winner now belong to Seth Coleman’s, our great-grandfather’s, estate? It’s amazing when you sit down and actually think about what a horse like that is worth in stud fees. If he wins, we’re talking hundreds of millions of dollars. Multiply that by Great-Uncle Josh’s other colts sired by Dancer’s Flyby and what do you see? Do the math, cousin. The race is about to start any minute. Aunt Maggie, turn on ABC.”
“Hold on a minute, Riley. What are you talking about?” Cole demanded.
“Look, we all know what a bastard our great-grandfather was. Well, he had good company. His brother was just as big a bastard. They tried to skin each other. It looks like, according to the papers in this envelope, our great-granddaddy was the bigger bastard. It’s the answer to our present problem if we care to exercise our rights. There is a glitch, though. A serious one you and the others aren’t going to like. It’s one of those damned if you do, damned if you don’t situations. I’m thinking the first one to lawyer up is the one who’s going to win. Just my opinion, cousin.”
Cole snorted. “Then that makes us just like our great-grandfather, doesn’t it?”
“Yeah. Yeah, it does. You want to play with the big dogs, then you better be in the front of the pack.”
“Look!” Sawyer squealed. “Nealy Coleman is riding the horse. They just said they scratched the other jockey.”
Riley looked at his cousin Cole. He raised his eyebrows.
“Is this one of those things where we have to vote as a family?” Cole demanded.
“Depends,” Riley said, sitting down on the floor, his eyes glued to the wide screen just in time to hear the announcer say, “Cornelia Diamond will be riding Sharpshooter today in the Belmont. For those of you who don’t know, Sharpshooter’s sire was Dancer’s Flyby, a Triple Crown winner himself. Dancer’s Flyby is owned, trained, and was ridden to the Triple Crown by Cornelia Diamond. The buzz here today at the announcement is mind-boggling. There is all kinds of speculation going on here today as to the reason for this last-minute switch up. And now a word from one of our sponsors.”
“I can’t believe a woman can ride in a race like this,” Cary Asante muttered.
“Why not? Who says it has to be a male jockey? If she won a Triple Crown, and I don’t even know what that is, it has to mean she’s pretty damn good. She’s looking real good to me right now. Anyone care to make a little wager? What, no takers? Sawyer?” Maggie said.
The ever-outspoken Sawyer grimaced. “It’s a sucker bet. She’s gonna win. Just look at her. Confidence oozes out of her. I saw that when we met in Virginia. She’s my kind of woman. I just love trailblazers.”
“I wish Billie were here to see this,” Thad murmured.
“She’s probably watching. Mam never missed a trick. She and Amelia are probably both up there chortling away,” Maggie murmured.
“How can she see this race if she donated her eyes to me when I was blinded in that explosion?” Cary said brokenly.
“Oh, Cary, don’t you see, she is seeing it, through you,” Maggie said, putting her arm around Cary’s shoulder.
“Billie was something, wasn’t she?” Cary said quietly.
“One of a kind,” Thad said.
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Nealy looked around at the serious faces and smiled. “This horse is platinum. If anyone can run this race and win it, it’s Sharpshooter. I’m just along for the ride. We’re both going to give it our best shot. It’s time for you all to go to the clubhouse and watch this big guy take me into the winner’s circle. Go on now before he gets nervous. This is no place for him to pitch a fit.”
“Nealy, take this with you. Emmie said it went to heaven and back, so maybe it will bring you good luck. If it doesn’t go right, that’s okay, too. Rhy and I just wanted you to know that.”
“I couldn’t believe it when Emmie gave you back the penny,” Nealy said. “There are no words to tell you what that penny has meant to her all these years.”
“I think I know. I want it back, Nealy.”
Nealy nodded before she stuck the penny under her tongue. She remembered another time when she’d done the same thing in almost the same circumstances. That time the horse was hers. Would it make a difference today?
“You got room for one more, Nealy?” Ruby asked as she held out the gold medallion.
Nealy nodded and reached for the gold disc. Her eyes popped wide. “Is this . . . ?”
“Yes. Ash said to give it to you, but you have to give it back to me. Whatever you do, don’t swallow it!” Nealy’s head bobbed up and down as she slipped the gold disc inside her cheek.
“Good luck, Nealy,” Metaxas said.
“Sis?”
There it was again. That lovely word from her brother. “Yeah, Rhy?”
“This guy is good enough to tie Flyby’s record.”
“I know that.”
“Just let him rip in the stretch. Hell, if he wants to rip at the gate, let him go.”
“Okay. Anything else?”
“Good luck.” Nealy grinned. “You know what, it feels good up here. It’s been a long time. See ya.”
“What if she doesn’t win, Metaxas? She’s come so far. Done so much. Do you think . . . ?”
“You know what I think, Ruby. I think she’s going to be happy with whatever happens. That’s the kind of person she is. She gives it her best shot. That’s all any of us can do.”
“That night on the porch when we talked she said she got her strength from her own solitude. She said being alone fit her like a good pair of jeans. Isn’t that amazing, Metaxas?”
“It sure is, honey. You’re taking her under your wing, aren’t you?”
“I am. It’s time for her to live.”
“God, I love you, Ruby.”
“You got that guy ready to drill the hole in my medallion?”
“He’s in the clubhouse with his portable jeweler’s drill, just waiting.”
“Now that’s why I love you,” Ruby giggled. “She’s going to win, Metaxas.”
Nealy worked the coins in her mouth to be sure she would be able to shout to the horse and not swallow them. “Easy, big guy. Easy. We’ve been in and out of the gate a hundred times just the way your daddy did it. Do it like a gentleman. I want him to be proud of you. Don’t look at those other horses. They’re slugs compared to you. You have wings on your feet just the same as Flyby. I want you to use those wings. Here we go!”
She knew she had the lead the moment she broke from the inside rail, and she didn’t let up. She was so far over Sharpshooter’s head she thought she was going to sail off into the wind. “Fly, baby, fly!” she screamed until her throat gave out, and still she screamed. “You have the lead! You got it! They’re eating our dust.” She didn’t look to the right or the left as the colt reacted to the thundering hooves behind him. They were all behind her. Sharpshooter knew it, too, as he ripped down the stretch five lengths ahead of the others to equal his daddy’s win.
The roar in the stands was music to Nealy’s ears! “Wherever you are, Josh Coleman, I hope you saw that!” Nealy shouted.
She turned to see Ricky Vee coming up alongside her. That had to mean he came in second. Dillon Roland must be having a bird.
“Great race, Nealy,” Ricky said. “Super horse. The minute I saw you fly out of that gate, I knew I didn’t have a chance. You were so far ahead of me there was no way to catch up. You got yourself one hell of a horse there.”
“He’s not mine, he belongs to my two brothers.” She offered her hand. The jockey nodded and shook it. “I’ll ride with or against you anytime, Nealy.”
“Nah, this is it for me. I’m getting too old for this.”
“Don’t say that. Don’t you want a triple Triple Crown? One more and then you really make the old history books. Don’t be so quick to hang it up. See you around, Nealy. By the way, I wasn’t the one who told your pa who you were. I just want you to know that.”
“Yeah, see you around.”
Nealy suffered through the ceremonies, the interviews, the well-wishers. The coins safely in her hand, she led the new Triple Crown winner back to the barn, where her family was waiting for her. She held out both coins. Metaxas in turn held the medallion out to the jeweler standing next to him. Pyne stuck his penny in his shirt pocket and then buttoned the flap.
“Jesus God, sis, you did it! I still can’t believe it. Saying thanks doesn’t seem enough.”
“It’s enough, Rhy. This is some horse you got here.”
“He’s got his daddy’s legs, that’s for sure,” Pyne said dreamily. “We got us an honest-to-God Triple Crown winner. I knew he was good, but I didn’t know how good until I saw you let him go. He flew. He had the race from the git-go. I gotta tell you, sis, no other jockey could have ridden him to the crown. You did it. You brought it home for us.”
“Not bad for a girl, huh?” Nealy said softly.
“Not bad at all,” Pyne said.
“Rhy said to let him rip, and I did. He needs to cool down. Let’s all work on him. He needs to feel both your hands on him. Here you go, baby,” Nealy said, pulling a handful of mints out of her shirt. “You get ’em all.”
“That’s your secret!” Rhy said, eyeing the candies.
“Plus a few other things that shall remain secret. I’m going to miss him. You take care of him, you hear.”
“You made history today, Nealy,” Metaxas said happily.
“In more ways than you know. Uh-oh, here comes someone I don’t want to deal with right now.”
Nealy’s brothers edged her out of the way as Dillon Roland approached. “Let us handle this,” Rhy hissed in her ear.
“I want to be the first in line to make an offer for this stallion’s first colt,” Dillon Roland said. “Name your price.”
“We would do this . . . why?” Rhy asked in a dangerously low voice.
“To make money, of course.”
“If I had a rat chewing on my leg and you offered to buy it from me, I’d tell you to go to hell,” Pyne said, just as Rhy’s fist shot forward to land squarely between Dillon’s eyes. “I’m just sorry I didn’t do this thirty-two years ago, you son of a bitch!”
Nealy leaned over to peer down at the immaculately groomed horse owner. “I think you knocked him cold, Rhy. I didn’t know you had it in you,” Nealy said, her voice full of awe.
“I didn’t think I did either. It was for you, Nealy. Pyne and I were never really sure he was the one until we read that contract you had Pa sign for the colts. None of Flyby’s progeny can ever be sold to Dillon Roland or his associates or anyone connected in any way, shape, or form with Dillon Roland or under any other name, corporation, or holding company he might use. I don’t know if that’s when Pa figured it out or not. Hell, you know what he was like. He could have known from the beginning. You just never knew with him.”
“I think he’s coming to.”
“What the hell was that for?” Dillon said, rubbing his head and blinking away tears.
“If I have to tell you, then you’re dumber than I thought. Now get the hell out of here. Just the sight of you offends my family,” Rhy snarled through clenched teeth.
“Look, everyone, isn’t it beautiful?” Ruby said, showing off the gold medallion with the double safety latch and a triple-braided eighteen-inch gold rope.
“Great race. Wear it in good health, Ruby.”
“I will. I’ll never take it off. Never.”
“Did you say something, honey?”
“No. Just talking to myself.”
“I have a surprise for you two lovely ladies. We are not heading back to Kentucky today like we planned. Instead, I reserved two luxurious suites at the Plaza in Manhattan. You two ladies are going to get ‘the works,’ you know, hair, massage, manicure, pedicure, whatever, and then we are going dining at a fabulous restaurant so we can celebrate. I’ve also taken the liberty of inviting a very old, dear friend. We are going to party and celebrate your good news, honey, and Nealy’s superior win. Are you with me?”
“I’m your girl, honey. Wait a minute. All we have is what we’re wearing. Did you . . . ?”
“Of course. Everything is waiting for you. Can we go now?”
“Nealy?”
“Just one minute.”
They watched as Nealy walked over to the new Triple Crown winner. She wrapped her arms around him and kissed his long nose. “You made me real proud today, but the real glory is all yours. It’s stud heaven for you now, big boy.” She laughed in delight when the horse nudged her pocket. “How’d you know I had one left?” Sharpshooter tossed his head back and whinnied. To her brothers, she said, “You need to buy these mints by the case. Call me, okay?”
“You bet!”
“I’m all yours. A massage is going to feel soooo good. Oh, God, you want me to get in a limo when I’m full of mud and muck.”
“Nealy, Metaxas owns the livery company.”
“Is there anything he doesn’t own?”
“There might be one or two things, but I don’t know what they are. Who cares? In my whole life I have never been this happy,” Ruby said as she reached for Metaxas’s arm. Nealy reached for the other.
“Let’s go, ladies. Our carriage awaits!”
Nealy Coleman Diamond Clay’s destiny walked into the restaurant as if he owned the place, which he did, and headed straight to the best table in the house. There were no menus at La Petite, and if a guest dared to ask the price of any dish he knew instantly by the frown on the waiter’s face that he had committed a serious faux pas. Four dishes were served nightly, and the tables turned over once. The first seating was at seven, the second at ten. Their guest list was reserved six months in advance. La Petite was one of six high-end, outrageously priced restaurants owned by one Kendrick Bell and Metaxas Parish.
The introductions and amenities over, Nealy’s insides were twanging, and her head was buzzing. This was definitely a man she would like to get to know better. A lot better.
“I’m sorry I’m late. I was upstate this morning checking on one of the other restaurants, and then this afternoon I took two guests to Belmont for the race. It was spectacular, even though I didn’t win a lot of money. I knew Sharpshooter was favored to win, but I couldn’t see myself betting on a horse ridden by a female jockey. I bet on the one that came in second. So did my guests. What is this world coming to? Females riding in horse races! My mother laid down a bundle on Sharpshooter and crowed all the way back home. No offense, ladies, but horse racing is definitely a man’s game.”
“Really,” Ruby said.
“Amazing,” Nealy said.
Metaxas opened his mouth to say something, then changed his mind when his wife kicked him none too gently under the table.
“Does that mean you think women should, you know, stay in their place?” Nealy queried.
“Well, no, not exactly. There are some things women shouldn’t do, in my opinion. Women are nurturers and mothers. I like women to be women. I like them to look like women and dress like women.”
“Really,” Ruby said.
“Amazing,” Nealy said.
Metaxas played it cool and kept his mouth shut.
“Why is it I feel like I’m doing all the talking?”
“Because you are,” Nealy said sweetly as she looked him square in the eye. He wasn’t good-looking at all. His nose seemed off center and his jawline a tad too defined. His hairline was receding, but he had wonderful eyebrows and incredible dark eyes that were now staring at Nealy, a frown starting to build on his face. She knew somehow that he had a beautiful smile.
“I’m sorry, I do tend to monopolize conversations. What were you saying?”
“I agreed with you that you were doing all the talking. I understand you own this place.”
“Metaxas is my partner. We own six other restaurants.”
“I didn’t ask you how many restaurants you owned. Actually it wasn’t a question at all. Merely a statement. Now I’m going to ask you a question. Are your cooks women or men?”
“Men of course.”
“Really,” Ruby said.
“Amazing,” Nealy said.
Metaxas continued to play it safe and kept quiet, his eyes full of misery.
“I’ve never eaten anything I liked that was cooked by a man. Have you, Ruby?”
“Never!” Ruby responded smartly.
“I think you’ll like tonight’s dinner,” Kendrick said, looking to Metaxas for help. Metaxas fiddled with his cuff links and refused to make eye contact.
A devil perched itself on Nealy’s shoulder and spurred her on. “I’m a steak and potatoes girl. With lots of ketchup on the side. Thick chunks of bread with big hunks of butter to sop up the juice. How about you, Ruby?”
Ruby winked at Nealy. “I’m a sopper from way back. I like my meat rare and bloody. Give me a triple-baked potato with sour cream, butter, bacon bits, chives, ketchup, and a dab of hot mustard. Do not ever serve me chicken. Honey, how about you?” Ruby prodded her husband.
Metaxas took the safe way out. “I’ll have whatever you all are having. Ken, what about you?”
“Well . . . I was going to recommend . . .”
Nealy leaned across the table, a half smile on her lips. “Tell us,” she said.
Flustered by Nealy’s intent gaze, he mumbled, “I was going to recommend the duck roulades with avocado, pistachios, and pistachio armagnac sauce. We also have a tangerine duck that is quite good.”
“Nah,” Nealy said.
Ruby shook her head.
Metaxas stared at the chandelier.
“We also have a wonderful sautéed escolar with curry oil and apple mint couscous.”
Ruby and Nealy shook their heads in unison. Metaxas stared across the room at a painting hanging on the wall.
“We do have a lovely curry-crusted lamb chop with a garlic wine sauce served with a potato shallot custard,” Kendrick said, a note of desperation creeping into his voice.
“I don’t care for lamb. If I’m desperate, I can eat it, but I’d rather not,” Ruby said.
“I don’t like curry, and I’m not crazy about lamb either,” Nealy murmured.
Metaxas switched his gaze to the beautiful stained-glass window opposite their table.
“That just leaves our chicken dish, and since you don’t care for chicken, I’m at a loss as to what to offer you. If there’s something in particular you like, I’m willing to go into the kitchen to cook it for you myself.”
“You cook!” Nealy asked in amazement.
“Doesn’t everyone?” Kendrick shot back.
Metaxas felt like he was now on safe ground. “Kendrick is a five-star chef.”
“Really,” Ruby said.
“Amazing,” Nealy said.
Metaxas clamped his lips shut as he stared down at the bowl of fresh violets on the table.
“If you are serious about the offer to cook for us personally, then I would like French oysters wrapped in spinach leaves as an appetizer. Go light on the paprika. A salmon and sorrel soufflé for the main course with some braised mushrooms with pancetta and pine nuts and perhaps an endive custard. Don’t forget the nutmeg. For dessert, I think I would like a fresh strawberry soufflé. I’ll leave the wine selection up to you.”
“I’ll have the same thing,” Ruby said guilessly. “Honey?”
“Sounds good to me.”
“What am I missing here? The three of you look like you just put one over on me.”
Nealy burst out laughing. Ruby joined in.
“Ken, this pretty lady sitting next to me isn’t just our friend and family member. She’s the one who rode Sharpshooter to the winner’s circle at Belmont this afternoon. I think it’s that tit-for-tat thing women are famous for.”
Nealy smiled.
Ruby beamed.
Metaxas scowled at his business partner’s miserable countenance. “This might be a good time for you to say something, buddy.”
Kendrick Bell slipped off his chair onto his knees. He reached for Nealy’s hand. “I’m sorry if I offended you. That wasn’t my intention. I’m looking at you sitting here and you’re so beautiful and so womanly and feminine, it’s impossible for me to believe you . . . do what you do. I guess I mistakenly thought you need to be a hard-muscled man to handle a horse. If there was a crow here, I’d eat it. I want you to know you have my deep admiration, and I will never make a mistake like that again. Would you like to marry me?”
Nealy flushed a rosy pink. “I think I have to get to know you a little better. This city would suffocate me. I could never live here. I need wide-open spaces, and I need the horses. It probably wouldn’t work,” she said impishly. “You can come for a visit, and I’ll teach you to ride.” My God, she was flirting with a virtual stranger. And liking it. She took a moment to wonder how Nick and Emmie would like this man with the laughing eyes.
“I don’t live here. I live in the mountains, where there are trees and grass. I just might take you up on your offer.”
“Can we eat now?” Metaxas grumbled good-naturedly.
“Absolutely. How about three T-bone steaks grilled to perfection. Beef straight out of Texas, Coleman beef to be exact. Wouldn’t serve anything else. Some potatoes and a nice crisp garden salad.”
“Sounds wonderful,” the trio said in unison.
“I’ll head for the kitchen and put the order in. Any particular wine you’d like, or do you trust me to come up with one?”
“We’ll leave it up to you,” Metaxas said.
The moment the restaurateur was out of sight, Ruby turned to Nealy. “So, what do you think?”
“You mean other than being a typical man? Seems nice. What did you think?”
“He’s a hell of a guy,” Metaxas blurted, worried that his choice for Nealy was being frowned upon. “He’d give you the shirt off his back, and if you needed a dollar and he only had fifty cents, he’d borrow the other fifty for you. That says something about a man in my book. Plus, he’s a hell of a good cook. He likes the outdoors. Good sense of humor. Has humility. He’s rich, so he doesn’t need your money. Hard worker. Very hardworking. Great smile. Did ya see those teeth? Perfect. Women faint over him. I can’t figure out why some woman hasn’t snapped him up. He’s never married and he’s more than eligible and he has no baggage. Fifty. Fifty is good. Still young. Works out. Likes sports. Loves to dance. Loves animals, especially dogs. Loves music. He’s everything a woman would want.”
“Enough, honey. I think Nealy likes him. You do, don’t you, Nealy?” Ruby asked.
“No one is that perfect,” Nealy sniffed. “He seems very nice. You two are matchmaking. Listen, my life is very good. Just because there isn’t a man in it doesn’t mean it isn’t good or isn’t what I want. There weren’t any bells and whistles if that’s what you mean. He doesn’t do anything for me. I appreciate you trying, I really do. I can see by the look on your face that you’re both feeling sorry for me. Please don’t. I have new directions now. I don’t need a man in my life to clutter it up.”
“Is that what men do, clutter up women’s lives?” Kendrick asked, coming up behind Nealy’s chair.
Nealy flushed. “Some men do. That’s just my opinion, of course.” Damn, couldn’t she do anything right? She’d just sabotaged what could have been the beginning of a nice relationship. Ruby and Smitty were right. She didn’t know how to act. She’d been living and working with horses so long she no longer knew how to act with human beings.
Nealy knew in her gut the evening was ruined, and there was no way to salvage it. The beautiful emerald dress that made her feel like Cinderella, the gift from Metaxas, was now nothing more than a dress. The matching satin slippers were just shoes. The magic ball was simply a restaurant, and the prince turned into a frog way too early in the evening. She felt like crying. Just leave it to a man to ruin things.
“I would hate to think I was one of those men. By the same token, what about women who clutter up men’s lives with their ‘I want this, take me there, do this, and do that.’ Now, that’s what I call clutter.”
“I’m not like that,” Nealy said.
“I never said you were, miss, whatever your name is. We’re talking generalities here, or at least I thought we were.”
“You don’t even know my name! One minute you’re blasting women for doing something you think only a man is capable of, the next minute you’re on your knees asking me to marry you and then you . . . you . . . cook! Cooking is women’s work.”
“Says who?”
“Says me, that’s who. I wouldn’t eat in this place if it was the last place on earth.”
“It’s easy to see what kind of palate you have. You like ketchup.”
He was making fun of her, and people were turning their heads to listen. Without thinking, she stood up, pulled back her arm, and whopped the restaurateur smack on the nose. “Kiss my ass,” she hissed as she stalked from the room, her head high, her eyes bright with unshed tears.
“What the hell!” Kendrick said, blinking to ward off a wave of dizziness.
“She popped you,” Metaxas said, his eyes wide with amazement.
“I think she broke my nose,” Kendrick said.
“You need to apologize,” Ruby said, getting up from the chair. “I’ll go after her.”
“Apologize for what? She’s the one who hit me. I swear, I think my nose is broken. You’re a man, what the hell did I do?”
Metaxas sucked in his breath. “Don’t look at me for an answer. You’re a great guy. How could you ruin something that was so perfect?”
“What? Tell me what? There was nothing perfect about this evening. Not one damn thing. People are staring at me. I own this damn place, and people are staring at me like I killed someone. They’ll probably never come back. Goddamn it, Metaxas, say something.”
Metaxas cleared his throat and took the high road. “I think, buddy, my wife is right, you owe Nealy an apology. I can’t believe you forgot her name.”
“Damn it, I know her name. Cornelia, Nealy Coleman Diamond Clay. She had me so rattled I couldn’t think.”
“You! Debonair bachelor that you are were rattled by that little slip of a woman? Now I’ve heard everything. Just in case you’re interested, people aren’t staring anymore. They’re eating. So, what did you really think of Nealy?”
“This is the last time I’m letting you try to fix me up. Don’t think for one minute I’ve forgotten the other disasters.”
“It’s your own fault,” Metaxas said virtuously. “Never argue with two women. You argued. Admit it. I have to go now. Nealy’s in Room 1207 at the Plaza in case you want to send flowers or a note of apology. We’re leaving tomorrow.”
“That’ll be the damn day. Go ahead, go. Some friend you are. You got me into this. You said she was a gem among gems. That rare jewel one finds only once in a lifetime. That’s what you said, Metaxas. And I believed you! She’s a zircon.”
“I can see myself out,” Metaxas muttered.
“Don’t come back,” Kendrick shouted. He was rewarded with more sly smiles and knowing winks.
The day he apologized to that horse jockey would be the day they served ice water in hell.
Nealy knew from the dampness on her pillow that she had cried in her sleep. She hadn’t done that in years. She rolled over and looked at the clock on the nightstand: 4:10. She slipped her legs over the side of the bed. What was that noise? She walked through the luxurious suite of rooms to the door and put her ear against it. She jerked backward when she heard what sounded like a tentative knock. Alarmed that something was wrong with Ruby, she undid the chain lock and dead bolt. Cautiously, she opened the door. Startled at Kendrick Bell’s appearance, she stepped backward.
“It’s four o’clock in the morning and you’re knocking on my door. Plus, you’re drunk. I know this because you smell like a distillery. How did you get here?”
“I walked!” Kendrick said. “I came to apologize. It’s your turn now,” he singsonged. “That wasn’t nice what you said in my restaurant. I run a respectable . . . establishment,” he hiccuped. “Ladies don’t do things like that, and they don’t say ‘kiss my ass’ either. Even if I deserved it, which I did.”
Nealy led Kendrick to the sitting room. “You’re absolutely right. My social skills are abominable. You’re right about me and the horses, too. You got under my skin. I apologize.”
“You rattled me. I don’t know how to act around you. That never happened to me before. I just wanted you to like me. You can ride a horse in a race and win that race. You conquered a man’s world. My mother thought that was the most wonderful thing in the world.”
“Oh.”
“Do you accept my apology?”
“Yes. Do you accept mine?”
“I guess so. Do you want to meet my mother?”
“The next time I come to New York.”
“Okay. I’m going to go to sleep now on this couch. I won’t bother you. You’re very pretty for a woman your age.”
“I guess that’s a compliment. Thank you.”
“I do like you. Metaxas doesn’t think I do, but I do. Did I say that right?”
“Uh-huh.”
“I can’t do this anymore. I don’t want to do it anymore. This was supposed to be the charm. It is . . . I think it is. Is it? I apologize for saying you were a zircon.”
Nealy grinned. Whatever he was talking about was Greek to her.
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On a hot, sultry day in mid-August, two things—one good, and one not so good—happened at Blue Diamond Farms that forced Nealy to stand at attention and look to the future.
On her way from the barn to the house for a late lunch, she stopped to watch the cloud of dust shooting backward from an approaching unfamiliar black car. She waited for the car to stop and the driver to climb out. He looked around, and said, “I’m looking for Emmaline Owens and Cornelia Clay.”
“I’m Cornelia Clay. Emmaline is my daughter. What can I do for you?”
“Accept this,” the man said, slapping two sets of legal-looking papers into her hand. Before she could voice a question, the man was behind the wheel of his car and backing up the long driveway. A process server.
“Whatcha got there, Ma? Who was that guy?” Nick demanded.
“He was a process server. I guess someone is suing me and Emmie,” Nealy said, placing the papers into her son’s outstretched hand. “Just give them to Smitty and let her deal with it. God, it’s hot, isn’t it?”
“It’s going to get a lot hotter,” Nick said as he scanned the papers in his hand. “Ma, you’re right. You and Emmie aren’t just being sued, you’re being sued. Big-time. The Colemans, et al. of Texas are suing for your old homestead. I think this is a little out of Smitty’s league.”
Nealy pushed the Stetson farther back on her head, then removed her dark glasses. “They’re what?” Outrage rang in her voice.
“You heard me. You better call your brothers. This is serious stuff, Ma.”
Nealy raced into the house just as a second vehicle drove up. A tall figure got out, looked around, then headed toward Nick. “I’m Kendrick Bell. I’d like to see your mother if that’s possible,” he said, extending his hand.
“By any chance are you the guy who was supposed to take my mother dancing a few months ago and never showed up?” Nick asked as he gave him the head-to-toe once-over.
“Yeah, I’m the guy. I came to apologize.”
“A little late, aren’t you? This is not exactly a good time,” Nick said, slapping the legal papers against his leg with loud thwacking sounds. “Come along, but I’m telling you, my mother isn’t in the best frame of mind right now. Would you like to stay for lunch?”
“I’d like that very much. You look like your mother. This is a very nice farm from what I can see.”
Nealy didn’t bother to turn around when the screen door closed behind Nick and Kendrick. One hand was in her hip pocket, the other gripped the phone in her hand so hard, her knuckles were white. She still wore the Stetson, something she never did in the house. From long years of habit and many swats to his behind for doing the same thing, Nick hung his hat on the peg by the back door. He frowned as he listened to his mother’s end of the conversation.
“This is serious, Rhy. You could lose the farm if you don’t get yourself a good lawyer. I have no idea why they think they can sue us. I didn’t know families did that to each other. They want SunStar Farms. That means the whole ball of wax. Get real, Rhy. How could I possibly know a lawyer in Virginia? I have to find one for Emmie and me. Ruby warned me right after the Belmont that she thought there was something wrong that day in the dining room. To this day, neither Emmie nor I have gotten one piece of paper from that lawyer. Do not use him, Rhy. Call me the minute you and Pyne get served. I’m going to call Ruby now. I’ll call you back this evening. The only way you are going to lose that farm is over my dead body, and I have no intention of dying. You need to go through his papers again. You might have missed something the first time. Remember how he liked to hide stuff. I’m going to start looking for a slick lawyer. This definitely calls for slick. Good-bye, I’ll talk to you tonight.”
“Ma . . .”
“Not now, Nick. I have to call Ruby. Damn, she said something wasn’t right.”
“But Ma . . .”
“Eat without me, Nick. I’ll eat later after I talk to Ruby.”
“Kendrick Bell is here, Ma!” Nick shouted.
“Stop being so melodramatic. If that weasel ever shows up here, show him your boot and the road at the same time. Ruby, it’s Nealy. Listen, I was just served papers for Emmie and me. The Colemans are suing us. So far my brothers haven’t gotten their papers. I need to know if you can recommend a good lawyer. What do you mean what do they want? They want the goddamn farm. The whole thing, horses and all. You will? That’s great, Ruby. I’ll be waiting on the porch. I missed you from the moment you and Metaxas drove away. No, I haven’t heard from him. Don’t ever fix me up again. He stood me up. Apology my ass. How much time does it take to pick up the phone and say, sorry, I can’t make it. I bought a new dress and shoes. I even put makeup on. And perfume. I’ll see you later. Thanks, Ruby.”
“Now you can talk, Nick,” Nealy said, swinging around. Her back stiffened and her eyes narrowed at the sight of the tall man standing next to her son. She wanted to say a million different hurtful things. She wanted to sting his pride, make him feel ashamed for standing her up. Instead she said, “You were in the neighborhood and thought you would stop by for a cup of coffee, right?”
“No. I came here specifically to apologize. No gentleman ever stands up a lady. There were extenuating circumstances, but I don’t suppose you want to hear them.”
“Try me,” Nealy said, walking over to the kitchen sink to wash her hands.
Kendrick grinned at Nick. “I had an accident and lost my memory, my mother lost her memory and I was trying to help her get it back, or I had a triple bypass.”
“If you were me, which one would you go with?” Nealy asked quietly.
“The latter because it’s true. I didn’t know if I was going to make it or not, so dancing wasn’t at the top of my priority list. In case you’re interested, I’m okay now. Not a hundred percent, but I’m getting there. I thought about calling a hundred times. I’m sorry I didn’t.”
“Yeah, me too. Are you staying for lunch?” Nealy asked as she looked at the table setting.
“Your son invited me. I’d like to stay.”
“By all means.” Nealy squeezed her eyes shut as she tried to remember the week’s menu Willow had given her to approve on Monday. “I think we’re having smoked catfish with apple fennel salad and pickled onions. For dessert we’re having rhubarb raspberry pie. We tend to eat light at lunchtime. In case your diet is restricted, you shouldn’t have any problem with this lunch. By the way, a woman is cooking. In case you decide to stay for dinner we’re having scallion chive soup, curried chicken patties with radish raita, purple potatoes, mango cucumber salsa, and a strawberry crème caramel tart for dessert. Do you think you can handle that?”
“I think so. Can you direct me to where I can wash up?”
“Second door on the left. Willow, where’s Smitty?”
“She went into town and said not to wait for her.”
“Strength in numbers, Ma?” Nick grinned. “I kind of like him. He doesn’t look quite as robust as you said he was, but I guess his operation explains that.”
“I wonder why Metaxas and Ruby didn’t say anything to me about it. They just let me rant and rave.”
“Probably because I asked them not to tell you,” Kendrick said quietly. “I guess I should apologize for that, too. I couldn’t help but hear you on the phone. Are they coming here?”
“Yes. They should be here around six, just in time for dinner. How long are you staying?”
“I have two weeks to go until the doctor gives the okay to return to work. I have a hotel room in town.”
“That’s silly. You can stay here if you like. I can have one of the men or even Nick go into town and fetch your things. I know Metaxas and Ruby will want to see you. We have plenty of room, as you can see, we have a wonderful female cook. Don’t get any ideas about trying to steal her away either.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it. I might ask her for some of her recipes if you don’t mind.”
“I mind only if you don’t pay her for them. That’s assuming she wants to part with her creations. That’s how she thinks of her recipes—creations.”
Nealy’s mind drifted to the summons lying on the kitchen counter while her son and Kendrick talked sports. Family suing family. It wasn’t right. Blood was supposed to be thicker than water. She looked up from her reverie to see Kendrick Bell staring at her. He smiled.
She smiled.
At twenty minutes past six a shiny black limousine pulled alongside the front porch. Nealy ran down the steps, her arms outstretched to Ruby and Metaxas. She squeezed them both as hard as she could. “God, I am so glad to see you! Kendrick Bell is here sleeping on the front porch. I wish you had told me.”
“I gave my word, Nealy,” Metaxas said just as gently. “I want you to meet someone, Nealy. Nealy Clay, meet Clementine Fox, your new attorney!”
“Honey, it is my pleasure to shake your hand. Any woman who can do what you did at the Derby, the Preakness, and then the Belmont twice is my kind of woman,” Clementine said.
The only word that came to Nealy’s mind for a description of the attorney was spectacular. She was tall, five-ten or so with silver hair, exquisite makeup, designer suit, and a pair of legs that went all the way up to her neck. Clementine’s handshake was every bit as hard and firm as her own. Nealy liked her immediately.
“Call her Clem, Nealy. We go way back, don’t we Clem? In legal circles they call her the Silver Fox. What say we all have a drink?”
“Sounds good to me,” Nealy said, linking her arm with Ruby’s. “I missed you. I hope you can stay a little while.”
“As long as you need us. This was just what Metaxas needed. He was starting to mope. That man has to be involved in thirty things at one time, or he isn’t happy. The minute I told him he was on the phone to Clem. She’s all yours for as long as you need her. You should see how many trunks and suitcases she has. She’s the best, Nealy.”
Kendrick Bell snapped to attention the minute he heard the voices approaching the front porch. The handshakes and introductions over, Ruby took charge. “You all just sit here, and I’ll fetch us some drinks. What will you have, Clem?”
“How about some of that fine old Kentucky bourbon I hear y’all talking about. A double on the rocks.”
“I’ll have a beer,” Nealy said.
“Ice water with a twist of lemon,” Kendrick said.
Nealy stared across at the attorney and felt a pang of jealousy. She wasn’t just spectacular, she was exquisitely spectacular. She was lean and trim; obviously she worked out. Nealy just knew there wasn’t one ounce of fat on this woman. She probably spoke seven or eight foreign languages, too. She absolutely reeked of capability. The Prada purse said her bank account probably wasn’t just healthy, it was robust.
Clementine crossed her legs. Nealy felt smug when she recognized the shoes on the attorney’s feet. “I have all night, talk to me. Tell me everything you can think of.”
Nealy talked. The others spoke softly of other things.
Clementine listened intently, her pen flying over the yellow legal pad. “Look, don’t be so crushed. Families sue each other all the time. They sound like a sorry bunch of bastards. I know how to play the game, and I know the name of the game. Let me give it to you in clear, concise terms. The first rule in a case like this is—if it looks like it’s going to be a knock-down-drag-out, you fuck them before they fuck you. Your estranged family, for want of a better term, has hired themselves a barracuda of an attorney. They have to be paying her some big bucks to drag her out of retirement. Valentine Mitchell is one kick-ass lawyer. We both studied under the Devil himself. We’re evenly matched. I might have a bit of an edge since I’m still practicing and Val isn’t. I need to know something right now. Are we talking big-bucks, whatever-it-takes, representation?”
“Whatever it takes. They only get that farm over my dead body. I want you to file suits immediately for my brothers, my daughter, my son, and myself. We are suing for our percentage of Sunbridge, all that family’s holdings. Every goddamn thing they own. When you’re done, don’t bother telling me where the dead bodies are either. Families shouldn’t do this to each other, but since they made the decision to file this suit, I am not going to let them steal my brothers’ home right out from under them. They worked all their lives for that spread, and no money-hungry person or persons are going to take it away. You just do whatever you have to do to make sure they don’t lose the farm or the horses.”
“I hear you, honey.”
Nealy sighed. She knew she was in good hands.
In another state miles away, the weather was just as hot but dry, temperatures in the triple digits. Riley Coleman looked at his wife, then looked away. “There was no other way,” he said.
“There’s always another way. I cannot believe you . . . you and the others did what you did. How can you rip their home away from them? You didn’t even talk to me about it. How could you do that, Riley? We’ve always shared the good and the bad. You did this without even consulting me. That’s unforgivable.”
“Jesus Christ, Ivy, if there was any other way, I would have taken it; so would the others. It came down to them or us. Since we don’t really know them, I had no other choice but to opt for us. Us, Ivy. The family. This will all go to Moss someday,” he said, waving his arms about. “No one is going to take this away from him.”
“When he’s old enough to understand, he won’t want it knowing how it came to him. I rather think that other family is going to feel the exact same way you feel about their home. The only people who win in cases like this are the lawyers. You made the biggest mistake of your life, Riley. Undo it now before it’s too late. Drop the case. You don’t want this on your conscience,” Ivy pleaded.
“It’s too late, Ivy. I just heard from Val a little while ago. The papers were served on all of them today. It’s going forward.”
“It’s never too late to do the right thing. Do you want to know something, Riley? That day we all met in Kentucky, when I looked into Nealy Coleman’s eyes, I saw something that scared me. She’s like your grandmother Billie. That is a good thing. She’ll fight you till hell freezes over, and then she’ll fight you on the ice. That’s what Billie would do to protect her family. She did it so many times I lost count. She would be ashamed of you for what you’re doing. I don’t want any part of this. I won’t be a part of this. I’m taking Moss, and we’re going to my parents. I am so disappointed in you, Riley, I could just bawl my eyes out. Damn you! Damn you for doing this!”
“Ivy . . . Wait!”
“No.”
“Will you . . . will you call?”
“No.”
“You can’t take my son away from me. I won’t allow it!”
“Why don’t you sue me,” Ivy said, stalking off, tears rolling down her cheeks.
Riley kicked at the parched ground he was standing on. A cloud of dust spiraled upward.
He hadn’t lied to his wife. He’d begged, pleaded, and practically sold his soul to find another way. Now he was going to lose it all. He could feel it in his gut. His shoulders slumped. Losing it all because of drought and other terrible things was one thing, but losing it all in a court of law because he was greedy was something else. Ivy was right, how in the damn hell was he going to live with himself?
Riley headed for the house just as the Bronco roared past him. He was about to wave, but the cloud of dust settling over him made it impossible for Ivy to see him. He trudged into the house and picked up the phone. “Sawyer, it’s Riley. Ivy just took Moss and left me. I don’t know what to do. Val called and said the papers were served today. I feel like shit.”
“You should feel like shit. This was all Cole’s and your idea. Adam isn’t speaking to me either. Does that make you feel any better? I tried to warn you. That woman is going to fight you to the death. She’s like Billie, Riley. Even Maggie saw that. Ivy will come back. I don’t know when, but she will.”
“No, she won’t. I committed the unconscionable sin of turning on family. You didn’t have to vote with Cole and me. You have a mind of your own, Sawyer, and a mouth to match.”
“I did what you and Cole wanted. I’m not happy, nor am I proud of it. Stop whining and let’s see if there’s a way to make this right. I’m going to call Maggie.”
“Don’t bother. I think she’s washed her hands of us. She’s sitting over there in her island paradise while we bust our asses so we can send her the checks she so graciously accepts.” Bitterness rang in Riley’s voice at his declaration.
“That’s not fair, Riley. You take that back. My mother works just as hard as you do at Billie Limited. She offered to sell the company. For all I know she might have done it already. Billie Limited is the only thing that’s solvent in this family, and those monies go into the Coleman coffers, so don’t go blaming my mother. Look to yourself and Cole. You two are the problem, not us women. I’m going to hang up now before I say something I’ll regret. I am sorry about Ivy leaving. You should have seen it coming. Good-bye, Riley.”
Riley looked around the neat, tidy kitchen. It was so like Ivy, bright colors, green plants, colorful rag rugs on the floor. There was even a fresh pot of coffee waiting for him. His wife had just left him but she made a pot of coffee for him before closing the door behind her. It was so like Ivy. A sob caught in his throat.
He picked up the phone again to call Cole. He wasn’t surprised to hear his cousin pick up on the first ring. He tried to calculate the time difference in Japan, but his brain was too numb to function. “It’s Riley. Val called, and the papers were served today. Ivy just took Moss and left me. Sawyer said Adam isn’t speaking to her, so there’s trouble there. We need to get out of this. We never should have done it, Cole. Sawyer as much as said our brains were up our asses. Ivy said something that scared the living shit out of me. She said Nealy will fight us till hell freezes over, then she’ll fight us on the ice. She said, and Sawyer and Maggie both agree, that Nealy Coleman is like Grandma Billie. If that’s true, Cole, then we need to pack it in now and go back to scrounging for money. I cannot believe you let my grandfather’s billions slip through your fingers!”
“You’re blaming me for the fucking stock market! Get off it, Riley. We both know those black suits your grandfather had in place call the shots over here. They just let me think I’m doing it. Don’t go down that road, cousin. You sound just like Sumi. She’s ready to kick my ass back across the Pacific and the Atlantic. She’s been out looking for a job! If that’s all you called to tell me, then I’m going to hang up and go back to my doodling.”
Riley slammed the phone back into the cradle. He poured himself a cup of coffee. Maybe he should take one more crack at the Thorntons.
The phone and Ivy’s address book were in his hands a minute later. He punched in the number with shaking fingers and waited for Sage Thornton to come on the line. Sage was the one he’d felt a special affinity for, and they’d gotten on well the few times they’d met.
“This is Riley Coleman, Sage. I’m sorry it’s not a social call. I need to ask one more time if your family can help us out of our present difficulties.” He pressed the phone so tight against his ear he got an immediate headache.
“Riley, it’s good to talk to you. I spoke to Mom and the others, and right now there is no way. We’re mortgaged to the hilt ourselves with the new casino we’re building. Our money is so tight at the present we’re not taking salaries. I’d tell you to try Ruby and Metaxas, but they’ve aligned themselves with Nealy and her brothers. I heard about the suit. I wish you could have found another way. I’m really sorry, Riley. We’d help if we could. I want you to know that.”
“Thanks, Sage. I sold off the last of the cattle yesterday.”
“Jesus, that had to hurt. What about the horses?”
“They went last week. The money went to pay the back interest. I feel like bawling.”
“Then do it. You might feel better. I’ll put my ear to the ground and see if I can scare up some money for you. Whatever it is will only be a piss in the bucket, but I’ll give it a try. Maybe you should rethink that lawsuit. My mother was really upset when she heard about it. If there was one thing she instilled in us as kids, it was this sense of family. She drilled it into us. I guess it rubbed off because all of us feel the same way. I’d hate like hell to be walking around in your shoes right now. I know where you’re coming from, but Christ, Riley, wasn’t there another way?”
“If there was, I would have taken it. What would you do if someone threatened to take away that mountain you live on? Would you just sit there and let it happen?”
“I honest to God don’t know.”
“I gotta go, Sage.”
Riley stared at the phone until he felt his eyeballs would pop from his head.
“There’s no other way,” he mumbled. Maybe it was time for a trip up the hill.
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“Is it really time for you to leave, Ken? It seems like you just got here. I’ve never seen two weeks go by so fast. So much has happened lately. Normally things are pretty quiet around here. I hope you call me from time to time. Are you sure you’re feeling okay?” She was babbling and didn’t know why.
“I feel fine, Nealy. I go in for my checkup Monday morning, and if everything is okay, and I think it is, then I can go back to working half days. According to my doctor, I won’t be doing any extensive traveling for a while, though. I hope you can find the time to come to New York for a visit. I keep an apartment in the city and stay there during the week, but on the weekends I go to the Watchung Mountains in New Jersey. It’s only fifty minutes from the city. I like to putter around outside, and it suits my needs for the great outdoors. I’m going to miss you, Nealy.”
“I’m going to miss you, too. Right now I really can’t make any plans to take trips. This lawsuit is consuming all my time. My brothers are beside themselves with worry. I imagine they view it as living with an ax hanging over their heads. I do plan on going to Virginia in a few weeks. I’m going to . . . pretty it up for them. It’s time some sunshine entered their lives.”
“Virginia isn’t all that far from New York. Maybe I’ll drive down to see you if you give me enough notice.”
“I’d like that. I think you’ll like my brothers. For a while I didn’t like them, but I understand now what we all went through. I spent so many years being miserable and unhappy, and so did my brothers. Did you have a normal life, Ken?”
“Yes. Sometimes I almost feel like I should apologize for my life when people start talking about how miserable their own lives were.”
“It’s a beautiful night, isn’t it? The sky looks like a big dark blanket with millions of sparkly diamonds lying on it. Oh, look, there’s a shooting star. Quick, make a wish !” Nealy cried. “You can’t tell what it is, or it won’t come true.”
“Okay. I made my wish. No, don’t try weaseling it out of me. You said I can’t tell. What did you wish for?” Ken asked.
“When I was a little girl I used to stand by the window at night when I was supposed to be asleep and stare at the stars. I don’t know where I ever got the idea that my mother was a star up in the heavens. I probably made it up to make myself feel better. Little girls need a mother. I wanted a mother so desperately. Every time I saw a shooting star I thought it was my mother letting me know she could see me at the window. They’re bringing her remains here next week. I thought my brothers would object, but they didn’t. It’s like my life now is coming full circle again. To answer your question, no, I’m not telling you what I wished for.”
“Be like that then,” Ken teased lightly as he reached for her hand. “What’s that delightful smell?”
“It’s either honeysuckle or confederate jasmine. They smell almost alike, and there’s a lot of it creeping up and around the trees. When I first came here I used to prune the plants around the front porch for Maud. She always said it was intoxicating. She loved sitting on the porch in the evening. I did, too. I still do. You don’t seem the homey type, Ken.”
“I never had time to be the homey type. I was always on the go. Now, though, I’m enjoying it. I’m even giving some thought to retirement. I’m also thinking of getting myself a dog for companionship.”
“For years now I’ve been saying I’m going to get another dog, but something always stopped me. When Charlie died, I was so devastated all I did was cry. I still cry when I think of him. Flyby knew he was gone, and he pitched a fit for months when that little dog didn’t show up in the barn. I just can’t put myself through that again. First it was Molly, and then Charlie. They are wonderful, though. I’m still not quite sure how Charlie ended up as my dog when I got him for Emmie. He used to sleep inside my pillowcase. Tell me that isn’t amazing.”
“It’s amazing. Nealy, I think I’m falling in love with you.”
“Please don’t. I don’t think . . . my life is . . . settled. I don’t think I’m capable of loving a man the way he should be loved. It isn’t you, it’s me, so don’t take that as a rejection. What I mean is, it is but it isn’t. I hope that makes sense to you. I’m not marriage material, and I don’t sleep around.”
“Then let’s be friends for now,” Ken grinned.
“That I can handle.”
Overhead the leaves in the trees rustled as the birds made ready for the night. Somewhere off in the distance an owl could be heard. Soft strains of music wafted up from one of the barns. Just the normal sounds she listened to every evening. Most times she wasn’t even aware of them. Tonight was different for some strange reason. Was it Ken? Was it because he was leaving in the morning? Suddenly she felt jittery and out of sorts. He should have kissed her by now. Two weeks was a long time to spend in someone’s company without some kind of overture. The closest he’d come to touching her was holding her hand on a walk. Mainly a walk around the house so Ken would sleep better at night. She liked the feel of his hand in hers.
“Have you ever been in love, Ken?” Nealy blurted.
“No. Well, maybe, but it was a temporary kind of feeling, and it certainly wasn’t a feeling that I wanted to spend the rest of my life with that person. Hell, maybe it was lust, and I was too damn dumb to know the difference. I’m not a youngster, so it goes without saying that quite a few women have walked through my life. I used to wonder how I would know when the right one came along. Metaxas said I would know, that it’s instinctive. That man has to be the happiest man in the whole world. He has it all. It means nothing to him. All he does is give, give, and give. Ruby is his reason for living. Do you ever watch him look at her or watch Ruby look at him? It’s there for the whole world to see. Both of them are so incredibly grounded. I truly believe they could live together in a tent without a cent and be happy. When I first met him, he said something to me I’ve never forgotten. He said it doesn’t matter where you’ve been, what matters is where you’re going and how you get there.”
“Ruby says that to me all the time.” Nealy laughed. “I envy their love, their closeness, and what they share, but most of all I envy their generosity. God blessed the two of them.”
“Are we getting philosophical, Nealy?”
“No. Maybe. It’s the end of the day,” Nealy said, as if that explained everything.
“I always reflect on things before I go to bed. Doing that helps me make decisions on what to do the following day. I try never to dwell on the past. I never dwell too far into the future either. Works for me,” Ken quipped. “What works for you?”
“Lately all I can think about is this lawsuit almost to the exclusion of all else. I don’t understand how family can sue family.”
“Money is a powerful incentive, Nealy. People murder for money. In the scheme of things a lawsuit isn’t all that important.”
“It is to me. Let’s not talk about it. I regret that I wasn’t able to teach you to ride while you’re here. Perhaps another time.”
“Does that mean at some point in time I can come back?”
“Absolutely. I’d be upset if you didn’t. I do like you. I like you a lot. I never had friends. Believe it or not, Smitty was my first real friend. Back in Virginia there was no time for friends. Pa wouldn’t allow it. Then when I came here, the horses became my friends. I’m trying to tell you something here, and it isn’t coming out right. I’ll never be glamorous or worldly. I’m probably always going to smell like horses no matter how much I shower and wash my hair. My hands will always be rough even though I use cream. I do dye my hair, though, because my son teased me to the point it was easier to do it than argue with him. He wants me to fix up and go dancing and take vacations. That’s not what I’m about. I am what I am. I don’t want to change, and I would never try to change to please someone else. I hope that all came out right.”
“I think so. You just told me to take it or leave it. You are you, and you will never change for me or for anyone else. I respect that. The difference between you and me is I would try and probably not succeed, so in the end your way is probably better.”
Nealy burst out laughing.
“Where do we go from here, Nealy?”
“I thought we agreed to be friends. It’s a good place to start, don’t you think?” She held out her hand for Ken to clasp in his.
“Friends.”
Thunder rolled across the sky, ominous and chilling. An omen of some kind, Nealy thought as she tried to soothe Flyby, who was stomping about in his stall. Even the mints weren’t calming him today. Lightning ricocheted overhead as another clap of thunder sounded. Nealy didn’t know who hated storms more, she or the horses. Her biggest fear was a lightning strike to one of the barns. Even though she held regular fire drills, there was no guarantee everyone would perform the way they were supposed to. Maud always said her biggest fear was a fire in one of the barns.
It was only three o’clock in the afternoon, but it was midnight dark outside. Trees were doubled over as rain slashed downward and then sideways. It was just a wicked summer storm, Nealy reminded herself, no better or worse than hundreds of others she’d lived through.
An hour later, the horses calm, Nealy walked up to the house to find Clementine Fox waiting for her in the kitchen. She was dressed the way she would dress to go to a fancy office. Nealy thought it strange, since her office here at the house was a converted room that had been a pantry at one time. All hours of the day and evening the bells and whistles of the fax line, the telephone, and copy machine sounded. Clem was dressed in a raspberry-colored suit with a simple white-silk tee underneath. She wore panty hose and high heels and was exquisitely made up. The perfume she wore was absolutely sinful.
Nealy headed for the coffeepot. “What’s for dinner?” she asked Willow.
“Shrimp-stuffed quail, twice-fried green plantains with garlic dipping sauce, and a crab salsa. For dessert, Miss Nealy, it is something you will savor, a sweet lemon tart with a marshmallow sauce. There will be extra for bedtime.”
“Sounds scrumptious,” Clem said, licking her lips. “If you have time, come into the office so we can talk. The Colemans’ attorney called me a little while ago.”
“Is it bad or good?” Nealy said, bringing the coffee mug to her lips.
Clem shrugged. “Our papers were served this morning. Cole Tanner’s will be a few days late since he’s in Japan. It doesn’t really matter, he’s part of the whole thing. It seems Valentine Mitchell is in the mood to talk. All I did was listen. What you don’t know, nor did I know, is this. The Colemans are in serious financial difficulty. They’re about to lose the ranch because of a severe drought. They’ve had to sell off the cattle and Thoroughbreds. There have been no new orders for planes for Coleman Aviation. No new oil gushers. The Japanese stock market, the Colemans’ lifeline, is down so low it can’t get any worse.”
“Are you assuming I should care about this?” Nealy asked coldly.
“I’m obligated to tell you of any communication from opposing counsel. I’m telling you.”
“I couldn’t care less, Clem.”
“Sunbridge is going to go on the auction block in the not-too-distant future. The banks holding the loans want their collateral.”
“So what you’re telling me is they are going to lose their home, so that’s why they’re trying to take SunStar away from my brothers. They don’t care if my brothers are homeless. She called to tell you that. Why?”
Clem slapped her notepad down on her makeshift desk. “That sums it up pretty well, Nealy. As to the why of it, let’s just say we lawyers don’t ask questions like that. We fish and probe, trying to discover things without actually coming forward and asking. Maybe she’s leading up to settlement talks. I let it all go over my head. Do not ever, under any circumstance, underestimate Valentine Mitchell. I’ve seen her go to court with nothing and win. She’s a master at pulling rabbits out of hats.”
Nealy digested the information. “What are you a master at?”
Clem laughed. “Skinning those rabbits.”
“Do you know the name of the bank that holds the loans on Sunbridge?”
Clem shuffled the papers on her desk. “Yes, the Texas Savings and Loan.”
Nealy shrugged as she walked away. In the kitchen she refilled her coffee cup before she walked up the steps to her room. Inside, with the door closed and locked, Nealy yanked at the phone on the little desk under the window. The only people in the world who had this particular private number were Nick, Emmie, Ruby, and Kendrick Bell. She had no fear of Smitty, Clem, or any of the girls in the office picking up the phone. She dialed a number and waited for it to be picked up on the other end of the line. “This is Nealy Clay. I’d like to speak to Mr. Sloan, please.”
“Nealy, what are you doing here? You weren’t supposed to come till next week?” Pyne said as he reached out to hug her.
“I decided to come early so I could take Mama’s remains with me when I leave. I thought it was the right thing to do. The truth is, I came to fix up this place. I’m going to bring some sunshine into your lives. I made a stop at High Point, North Carolina, and picked out new furniture. It’s going to arrive tomorrow morning. I ordered curtains, carpets, everything I could find to lighten and brighten this place up. I even got you new dishes and silverware. And a ton of green plants. I want your promise to water them after I leave. Did you get a housekeeper?”
“Yep, and she’s a whiz. She cooks like a dream, and the house is clean but shabby. How long are you staying?”
“Just a few days. Are you okay with the lawsuit and everything?”
“Hell no, we’re not okay with it. I’ll burn this place down before I turn it over to those . . . those people. I mean it.”
“I don’t think it’s going to come to that, Pyne. I sure wish I knew what that family’s reaction was to our court papers. They must be jumping out of their skin knowing the three of us are Seth Coleman’s children with a claim to their precious Texas holdings. DNA is a wonderful thing. If we win this case, and Clem thinks we can win, how do you think you’ll feel if we get the whole ball of wax?”
“Look, we didn’t start all this legal crap, they did. We would have let sleeping dogs lie. All we want is this place. It’s our home, and we aren’t giving it up,” Rhy said.
“I guess that’s pretty much how they feel about their home. Clem said their attorney wants to talk. We’ve been stalling. I’m not sure why. Probably to make them sweat would be my guess.”
“Pyne and I would never rip anyone’s home out from under them. When it looked like that was going to happen to us, we made the decision to pack up and go to work for one of the other farms. All we know is horses. They’ve been our life. This whole thing is making us crazy. We don’t want to fight our relatives. All we want is to be left alone. Can’t you undo this, Nealy?”
“I don’t think so, Rhy. Clem said that paper Pa . . . Josh Coleman had—the one that said Seth Coleman signed off on the property for cash when he was in dire straits—was a forgery. If she knows it was a forgery, then the Colemans know it, too. Pa . . . Josh Coleman, rather, was tricky, just like his brother. They each tried to outsmart the other, and this is the result. We don’t have any choice but to let the lawyers settle it for us. The only one in the whole clan who was decent was their sister Sallie. I keep meaning to hire a detective to find the other sister Peggy and her family, but something always comes up and I put it off. There were other sisters, too, but no one knows where they are. I’m hoping Peggy knows, and we can start searching for them. If we have more family, I want to know them. For all we know they might need our help. That’s what families are supposed to do, help each other. I don’t want to talk about this anymore. It’s like beating a dead horse. What will be, will be.”
Nealy stood back to admire her handiwork. She could hardly wait for her brothers to come up for supper so they could admire her decorating skills. Thank God for fast-drying paint, she chortled. She walked around the kitchen, the same kitchen that had once been her sanctuary when she lived here so long ago. Back then it had been dreary and dismal, with ancient appliances and dark woodwork. Now it glistened with fresh white paint and green-checkered curtains at the windows and door. State-of-the-art appliances graced both sides of the room. Underneath the cabinets a coffee machine, a stereo unit, and an electric can opener winked at her in the bright light overhead. The table and matching chairs were pickled oak, almost white in color, with hunter green cushions and place mats. Overhead a multicolored Tiffany lamp gave off miniature rainbows in the late-afternoon sun. The new dishes had clusters of bright red cherries in the center. The silverware had scarlet handles that matched the cherries. The centerpiece was a bright red bowl full of Gerbera daisies. Everything looked warm and cozy, not to mention inviting. Delicious smells wafted toward her. Pot roast, potato pancakes, velvety gravy, emerald green snap peas, garden salad, and fresh homemade bread were on the dinner menu. Nealy eyed the luscious chocolate cake with thick frosting sitting on a rack on the counter.
Nealy looked down at her watch. She still had fifteen minutes until it was time for her brothers to wash up for dinner. She made good use of the time as she wandered from room to room, admiring her handiwork. It all looked light and inviting. She’d had to pay extra for the delivery people to cart off all the old stuff, but she didn’t care. Her brothers didn’t need any reminders of the past.
They were going to love the sixty-one-inch television set and the stereo unit tucked into one of the cabinets. Deep comfortable La-Z-Boy lounge chairs graced each side of the fireplace, whose mantel now held dried flowers, candles, and a photograph of herself and her brothers. A sofa, one shade darker than the loungers, took up the entire far wall. The old, dingy, smelly brown carpet was gone. In its place was light beige carpeting. Thick, luscious green plants filled out the corners, while a bowl of fresh flowers graced the light oak coffee table. Sheer curtains with hunter green draperies hanging at the sides finished off the room. A man’s room. Comfortable and warm. Inviting. Homey. Tears burned Nealy’s eyes as she stared around the room. If only it had been like this growing up. Once she’d seen a picture of a young girl lying on the floor in front of a fireplace, coloring in a book. She squeezed her eyes shut as she tried to conjure up the picture from her memory. There had been a fat little dog lying next to the little girl. She’d never had a coloring book or crayons or a fat little dog and if her father had caught her lying on the floor, he would have tanned her hide. She shook her head to drive away the memories. She turned just in time to see her brothers’ faces as they stared about the room.
“God Almighty, is this the same room?” Rhy said, slapping at his head.
“Looks good enough to be in a magazine,” Pyne said, flopping down on one of the lounge chairs. “Get a gander at that television set,” he said in awe. “You’re spoiling us, Nealy.”
“That’s what sisters are supposed to do. Now I can leave tomorrow and know you’re living in a regular house that isn’t dark like our past. Make sure you keep fresh flowers around. Flowers make all the difference. How did you like the kitchen?”
“It’s too pretty to eat in,” Rhy said. “We’ll manage, though. You did good, sis. Real good.”
Nealy beamed.
“We want to talk to you about something, Nealy.”
“Spit it out. Did I do something wrong?”
“No, of course not. Rhy and I have been talking, and we’d like you to change your mind about . . . Ma. We’d like you to leave her here. It doesn’t seem right to, you know, dig her up and move her. If you leave her here, you’ll always be able to come back here and . . . you know, visit, talk, whatever people do in cemeteries. Rhy and I have always gone out there and mumbled and muttered when things go bad. It’s important to us, Nealy.”
“I thought . . . I didn’t know . . . That’s fine with me. I just didn’t want her to be alone. We’ll leave things as they are then. Do you take flowers to the grave? You’re supposed to do that, you know.”
“We do. We aren’t totally ignorant, Nealy.”
“I didn’t say you were. It’s just that men don’t think about things like that. We don’t know anything about our mother, and I find that very sad. We don’t even know if she liked flowers. We don’t know if she liked to read books or what her favorite color was. Did she like to bake cookies? Did she have a favorite dress? Did she pray? We should know those things, but we don’t. I’m going to make it my business to track down Mama’s family. When I hire that detective to find our Aunt Peggy, I’m going to ask him to find out about Mama. Do you think that’s a good idea? I bet we have hundreds of people out there who belong to us. People we don’t even know about. I’m going to find them. Every single one.”
“Attagirl, Nealy. Now can we eat?”
Nealy linked her arms with her brothers. “It’s nice having a family, isn’t it?”
25
Nealy stared at the calendar hanging on the kitchen wall. Where had the summer and autumn gone? she wondered. It all seemed like such a blur. Christmas and the New Year loomed ahead of her. Not that holidays meant much at the farm, they never had. Anything festive, anything out of the ordinary, had to be planned weeks, sometimes months in advance. The farm ran on a schedule that had to be adhered to regardless of social obligations and festivities. She grimaced when she likened the farm schedule to the United States Postal System. Mail had to be delivered regardless of the weather. These days they even delivered mail on holidays and weekends if one cared to pay for it.
This year Emmie and Buddy were going on a cruise for the holidays and Nick was going to try his hand at, or as he put it, his feet, skiing with Willow in Colorado. Clem was going to Vegas, and Smitty was heading for New York to do some heavy-duty shopping. Ruby had medical appointments scheduled at Johns Hopkins, and she and Metaxas would spend the holidays together and leave late Christmas Day. She’d assured Nealy they were just checkup appointments, but she had to keep them. With everyone gone, Nealy would be alone, without even a dog to keep her company.
Life, at that moment, Nealy decided, was at a standstill. There had been several glitches where the lawsuit and her family were concerned. Clem had suffered through a ruptured appendix and then peritonitis set in, laying her low for over a month. Within a week of Clem’s return to work, Valentine Mitchell had been run off the road by a drunken driver. Her injuries were severe enough to put her in traction for five weeks. She, too, had recovered, and the suit was progressing. Interrogatories and depositions had been taken and filed, and a court date scheduled for January 20, a little over a month away. Living with anxiety had become a way of life these past months. Nealy just knew in her gut the court date would be the day Misty Blue gave birth to the foal that was to go to Ruby. That was more important than any court date. She made a mental note to ask Clem about a possible postponement.
Nealy roll-called the list of things she’d taken care of during the summer months. She’d hired a private detective to track down her mother’s people, with no results. The detective hadn’t had any success finding her aunt Peggy’s family either. Did they all drop off the face of the earth? Was it possible there wasn’t any family? Maybe she should go to Austin, Texas, herself and start her own search. She could do the same thing in Las Vegas. Nick said the one-man detective agency was bleeding her dry, and she needed to get rid of him. He was probably right. Nick was right about most things.
Then there was Kendrick Bell. She realized just how much she cared about him the week he left to return to New York. He called daily, usually late at night, and they would talk for hours. These days she felt like she knew him as well as she knew herself. He hadn’t insisted on visits, nor had he pushed himself on her. She thought he was waiting till he was fully recovered because he admitted to days that weren’t as good as he would like. He’d gone from semiretirement to full retirement the first of October. At one point he had confessed to wishing he had done it sooner.
Just last night she’d asked him what he was going to do for the holidays, and he’d said he just wanted to sit by the fire and read some good books.
“Smitty,” she bellowed at the top of her lungs.
“For God’s sake, Nealy, what’s wrong?” Smitty bellowed in return.
“I want you to make me a plane reservation. I’m going to New Jersey. The sooner the better. I’ll need a rental car, too.”
Smitty clapped her hands. “Well, good for you, Nealy! What date do you want on your return ticket?”
“Leave it open. Sometime after the New Year, I guess. I’m going to see Kendrick.” The words rolled off her tongue as though she’d announced she was taking the first shuttle to the moon.
“Then I’d recommend you get yourself some new duds. Or were you planing on wearing that uniform of yours?”
“You mean my jeans and shirts?”
“Exactly. You know you could shop first. There’s a very high-end shopping mall in New Jersey called the Short Hills Mall. Lots of designer, pricey shops. You could dude yourself up to look like a million bucks.”
“Why would I want to do that, Smitty?”
Smitty rolled her eyes. “That’s what women do when they want to snare a man. They start with underwear and work to the outside. I still can’t believe you don’t have pierced ears. Women get their belly buttons pierced, and you still don’t have pierced ears. Having pierced ears is a good way to store diamonds. You know, if you have no more room for your jools,” she drawled.
“First of all, I’m not trying to snare a man and my underwear is fine, thank you very much. Get me some maps and the directions to Watchung from the airport and to the mall. I might buy some perfume.”
“Honey, you need more than perfume. Snazz up, blow his socks off. Be a goddamn woman for a change. You need lessons.”
“I do not! In case you forgot, I was married.”
“All right, then, a refresher course. You need to go on the prowl; you need to strut and learn how to stalk a man. Sexily, of course. You clomp, Nealy. It’s those damn boots you wear all the time.”
“What else is wrong with me?” Nealy demanded through clenched teeth.
“Other than all that, you’re fine. Okay, okay, one open-ended ticket coming up. Tomorrow or late today?”
“Tomorrow will be fine. I think I’ll go into town to have my hair done. Maybe I’ll pick up something new to wear on the plane.”
“Sounds like a plan to me,” Smitty grinned.
“Sooner or later us late bloomers blossom up,” Nealy said, tweaking Smitty’s cheek.
Nealy stopped at a Mobil station to fill the tank of the rented Lincoln Town Car. According to the map Smitty had provided her with, she was now on Route 22 and about ten miles from Kendrick’s house. She allowed herself to look in the rearview mirror while the attendant filled her gas tank. The entire backseat as well as the floor were filled with boxes and bags of new clothing, gifts, and Christmas decorations. But it was the front seat that held the most important gift. She bent over to peer inside. A wide smile stretched from ear to ear.
The back of the pickup truck waiting at the end of the lot held a twelve-foot Douglas fir and several evergreen wreaths that were completely decorated. By paying extra, the tree people had agreed to follow her and set up the tree in Kendrick’s living room.
She felt excited as she paid for her gas and turned on the car’s engine. Damn, it was cold. But it was supposed to be cold for Christmas, which was just days away. Now that she was just a spit away from Ken’s house she wondered what she would do if he wasn’t home. What if he had guests? What if? Surprises were just that, surprises. It was too late now to worry about what-ifs.
She thought about the first Christmas she’d spent with Hunt and how she’d cut the tree down herself. She’d ended up with a bush, but the kids loved it. So long ago. Another life.
Nealy turned on her right blinker. God, she’d almost missed the turnoff. She drove steadily for another fifteen minutes up steep, winding roads before she came to Lotus Crescent Drive, where she turned left. Ken had told her there were only three houses on the dead-end street, and his was the one in the middle.
It was a storybook house perched on the side of the mountain. Tudor in style with lots of gingerbread and diamond-paned windows. In the summer months the brown vines climbing the house would be green with shiny ivy. It looked like a house that cried for a family, not a solitary bachelor.
Inside the six-thousand-square-foot house, Kendrick Bell was adding another log to the fire when he heard the sound of a car. Probably the meter reader, he thought as he walked over to the front window. His eyebrows shot upward at the same moment his jaw dropped.
Nealy!
He watched her get out of the car and look around. He could feel his heart fluttering in his chest. She’d finally come to him. Something he’d wished for, prayed for. It is a season of miracles, he thought happily. He noticed the truck, then, and the two men hefting a huge Christmas tree from the bed. Nealy was bringing him Christmas.
She was moving to the passenger side of the car, opening the door, reaching in for something. Probably her purse. And then he lost sight of her as the two men carrying the huge Douglas fir passed in front of her. The doorbell rang. He tripped over his feet in his haste to get to the door before it rang a second time. He pulled it open, stood back, and waited.
“Merry Christmas, Ken,” Nealy said as she stood on her toes to kiss him lightly on the cheek. “I brought Christmas. This,” she said, handing over a large basket, “is my gift to you. Good, you have a fire. Take it over there, and I’ll close the door.”
“Where do you want this, mister?”
His eyes on Nealy’s, the basket in his hands, he turned. “Wherever you think it will look best. Any corner. The middle of the floor is good, too. Whatever.”
Ken was all thumbs as he worked the top of the huge wicker basket. Two shiny, dark heads popped up. They yipped and wiggled to be free of their tight cocoon of warmth.
“This is Gracie and this one is Slick. They’re shepherds. Six weeks and three days old. Merry Christmas, Ken. They come with a lot of gear and instructions. I think they’re probably hungry and in need of some water.”
Nealy looked around as she pretended not to see Ken’s wet eyes as he cuddled both dogs against his chest. “Nice place you have here. It’s almost too perfect. Uh-oh, looks like your tree is going in the middle of the floor.”
“The middle is good. That way you can see it from all angles. Jesus, Nealy, I can’t believe you’re here. I can’t believe you got me two dogs! I guess my next question should be why?”
“I hated the thought of you spending the holidays alone, and since I was going to be alone, too, it didn’t make sense when we could be together. I wanted to surprise you, but on the way here I realized one should never do things like this. I think every scenario in the world flashed through my mind. You know, all the what-ifs.”
“I’m so glad you came. I can’t tell you how I dreaded these holidays. Other years it wasn’t so bad because I was working and there was always a Christmas party of some sort at one of the restaurants every single night. This is so much nicer. How long can you stay?”
“I’m yours till after the New Year. Do you think you can handle me that long?”
“Absolutely. I think you’re going to have to help me with these dogs. As much as I’ve always wanted one, I don’t have the first clue as to what to do with them.”
“They’re just like people, children in this case. The first thing you do is love them and then you feed them, see to their needs, love them even more, and they will love you unconditionally. It doesn’t get any better than that.”
“No, I guess it doesn’t. Do you want to tip those guys? My hands are kind of full at the moment.”
“I already did. Thanks,” Nealy called to the men’s retreating backs. “Oooh, it smells so good, doesn’t it? I just love the smell of balsam. I brought some wreaths for your front door and windows. We can put them up later. Now we have to take care of these little guys.”
Dinner over, the kitchen cleaned, and the tree decorated, Ken dusted his hands dramatically as the two pups chased each other around the living room. “I think we earned ourselves a nice nightcap and a comfortable spot on the couch in front of the fire.”
“I think that’s a great idea, Ken. The pups are wonderful, aren’t they? Watch, in about five minutes one or the other is going to fizzle out, and then they’ll curl up by the fire and sleep all cuddled up next to each other.”
“We could do that, too.”
“Yes, we could,” Nealy said, flopping down on the sofa. She patted the space next to her. Ken eased himself down beside her. He reached for her hand.
“I’m so glad you came, Nealy. So, how do you like my place?”
“I think it’s beautiful. I don’t know why, but I thought it . . . you would have used a professional decorator. Men usually do. I guess I’m surprised at your good taste. It’s obvious you like comfort,” Nealy said, referring to the deep chocolate sofa and equally deep, comfortable chairs scattered about the living room.
“Considering my circumstances, comfort was what I was looking forward to. My doctor is angry with me. He thinks I should be exercising, walking, doing activity things, and I try but . . .”
“You’re afraid, is that it?”
“I’m ashamed to admit it, but yes, I am. There’s something else I should tell you. You must be wondering . . . at least . . . damn, this isn’t going to come out right. I’m just going to say it. In case you’re wondering why I didn’t . . . what’s the expression the younger people use these days? Hit on you? I’ve been . . .”
“Afraid to have sex,” Nealy said, finishing his sentence. “That’s understandable. Tell me something. Is it your intention to hole up here for the rest of your life? Do you plan to read your life away? Television can kill you.”
Ken laughed. “That’s exactly what Metaxas said. When she was the sickest and undergoing her chemo, Ruby still made an effort to do things. He pointed that out to me daily. I feel like a slug, and I know it’s something I have to work through. Until you stare at death you can’t understand the fear. I know the cardiologist is right. I feel wonderful. I’m just afraid if I start doing things I won’t feel this wonderful. I’ll react to every little ache and pain with panic. I guess that’s more than you wanted to know.”
“We can work on that together starting tomorrow. You have two dogs now that will need to be walked. I love walking in the crisp, cold air. Doing it together will be good for both of us. Think how nice it will be when we get back. We’ll have big cups of mulled cider while we curl up with the dogs and look at this beautiful tree. It really doesn’t get much better than that, Ken. When you do things together it makes all the difference. Whatever will be will be. Do you remember when we first met, I told you I wanted us to be friends. I still do. This is our jumping-off place.”
“Friends it is,” Ken said, squeezing her shoulder.
“Did I ever tell you about my first experience cutting down a Christmas tree? Actually we now refer to it as our Christmas bush.”
“No, tell me about it.”
They talked of the past, the present, and what the future might hold for hours and hours. They walked down their respective Memory Lanes, sharing and laughing.
“So you got married for all the wrong reasons, eh? At least you got married. I could never bring myself to take that step.”
“It stopped working for us early on, but it was obvious neither one of us wanted to do anything about it. Hunt looked elsewhere. I pretended not to know. I had the kids and the horses. To this day I’m not sure if we loved each other.”
“Too bad. One good thing came out of it, your son. He seems like a great young man.”
“He is. He practically runs the farm. Emmie is a driving force, and so is Buddy. I find myself with time on my hands, but that will change next month with the court case and Misty Blue giving birth. This foal is for Ruby, so the next three years of my life are mapped out for me. To tell you the truth, Ken, I don’t know if I have it in me at this point in time. I did promise Ruby, though. It’s something she desperately wants for Metaxas, and I can’t deny her that.”
“Is there anything I can do to help out?”
“Oh, you bet. We can always use an extra hand. It might be good for you, Ken. You could see what my world is like. What it takes to train a winner. It’s like no other feeling in the world. It’s not something I can explain; it’s something you have to be part of, something you have to experience. You’re more than welcome to go back with me. Hell, I’ll even pay you.”
“An honest-to-God salary?” Ken said in pretended amazement.
“Yep.”
“Are you worried about the lawsuit?”
“I’m not worried for myself, but I am worried about my brothers. I did a dumb stupid thing. Of course it didn’t seem dumb or stupid at the time. I went back to fix up the house for them. It was drab and dingy, and they needed things to be warm and bright. At least I thought they did. I told myself I was letting the sunshine back into their lives. The courts could decide to rip the farm right out from under them. That hateful old man forged his brother’s name to a document. The whole thing is just one damn big mess. It looks like the Colemans have a legitimate claim to SunStar Farms. We, on the other hand, have a claim on the whole ball of wax where they’re concerned. Unfortunately, their holdings at the moment are worth zip. We had to give our samples for DNA. The Coleman lawyer laughed her head off when Clem told her we wanted DNA samples from Seth Coleman. Then the craziest thing happened a few weeks ago. It was a fluke to end all flukes. Ruby gave me a locket that Fanny Thornton had given to her a long time ago. For no reason other than she wanted Ruby to have it. When I told Ruby about the DNA she told me about the locket. In it was a lock of Seth Coleman’s hair on one side and on the other side was a lock of Sallie’s hair. Ruby said Sallie Thornton never gave up the search to find her siblings, and the one time Seth and his family went to her mountain in Las Vegas, she took a snip of it while he was sleeping. I don’t know why she would do something like that, but I’m glad she did. I just don’t know what’s going to happen. It’s a real mess. If I dwell on it, I make myself crazy.”
“And the search for your other relatives, how’s that going?”
“It isn’t. Nick said the detective just took my money and didn’t do anything. I’m beginning to think he’s right. I have two choices. I either do the search myself, or I find another detective agency. I’d kind of like to do it myself. Once Misty Blue gives birth, I could take a few months to work on finding our people. Nick and Emmie can handle the foal for a little while. For the most part, it’s just watching him to make sure he doesn’t hurt himself. They’re just so frisky at that age. Kind of like those two guys sleeping over there,” Nealy said, pointing to the two sleeping puppies. “By the way, their names are Gracie and Slick. I forgot, I already told you that.”
Ken roared with laughter. “Gracie and Slick. Perfect! For whatever good I’ll be to you, I’d like to help, Nealy. Two heads are better than one.”
“Do you mean that, Ken?”
“To coin a phrase from my good friend Nealy Clay, I never say anything I don’t mean.”
“I think we’re going to have quite a few things to toast when we usher in the new year next week. I’m so glad I came up here.”
“So am I.” Ken sighed. “So am I. Our time will come, Nealy. I promise.”
Nealy snuggled deeper into the crook of his arm. She smiled contentedly.
“I’m going to hold you to that promise, Ken.”
“I never make promises I have no intention of honoring, Nealy.”
Dear Reader,
I hope you enjoyed meeting Nealy Coleman Diamond between the pages of this first book in my new trilogy. I had a lot of fun developing Nealy and watching her grow so she could get ready to move into the second and third books—Kentucky Heat and Kentucky Sunrise. I believe she’s every bit as wonderful and enticing as Billie Coleman and Fanny Thornton.
I don’t know about you but I’m always sad when I turn the last page of a book. Inevitably, I want more. For that reason, I’ve included the first chapter of Kentucky Heat for your enjoyment.
I think all, or, at least, most of you know I love writing about women who become strong because they persevere and prevail. To me there is no greater entity than family. For that reason, I would like to share two poems, written by good friends about the meaning of family. On my best day I could never write a poem. Perhaps that’s why I treasure these two, and want to share them with you.
There is something else I want to share with you. I’m taking cooking lessons! I have to tell you, it’s hard giving up the pinch, the dab, just pour, don’t measure, method of cooking. I don’t know if I’ll ever become a gourmet cook or not, but I’m enjoying the classes. Cooking kind of reminds me in a way of writing a book. You start with nothing and create something from that nothing. From me to you, I share this, my first culinary endeavor. I got an A on the dish.
Enjoy.
P.S. You can reach me through e-mail:
fernmichaels@fernmichaels.com and you can also drop by my web page: www.fernmichaels.com.. As always, I welcome your comments.
Family
The first breath of a newborn child a wonder of life to be shared Proud parents hold tight their creation blessed by heaven this day Tiny pure miracle of life from love, tenderness, passion and care Souls bond joyously as family with the humbling of life to pray
Precious gentle and tender, a new generation miraculously formed The wonderful gift of life bestowed to a pure and innocent heart New beginnings welcomed and sweetly kissed by sacred dawn Bonds of love bind tightly ensuring kith and kin not to easily part
Memories of childhood passing by momentarily without due cares Children enveloped snugly within the protection of family womb Together nurturing each moment thankful in unison with prayers The harsh pendulum of time threatening adolescence all too soon
Teenage years beckon confusion presenting countless self-doubts Self-discovery and unexplained emotions clambering each to sort Young hearts impatiently seeking what the puzzle of life is about Experiencing first love and firmly in the net of passion be caught
Loves found and loves lost each leaving incomprehensible pain Finding emotions being repeated with lessons in life ever harsh Comfort and protection from family bosom heals again and again Until love finds a nest in the adult two lives sharing the same path
The gift of love to and from our family is nestled deep in all of us Umbilical safe haven of sanctity, wherein secrets kept safe forever Strong bonds impregnable knowingly secure in each other’s trust Our family, learns, laughs, cries, loves and happily lives together
Lee Minshull
FAMILY
Years ago
in some century past
one woman stepped forward
to take up the quest!
of creating the outlines of our family crest
one man joined her
in this holy deed
thus beginning the pages
of our family creed
two ribbons entwined
in this tapestry
forming the pattern
of our destiny
the fabric still unfolds
with each alteration
its design particular
to each generation
our family lives on
through struggle and strife
a tribute to those
who brought it
to life
Diane Daniels
Lime Chili Shrimp with Coriander and Avocado
1 pound large shrimp
clove garlic
3 tablespoons soy sauce
1 teaspoon chili powder
1 tablespoon brown sugar
2 teaspoons fresh lime juice
2 teaspoons fresh lemon juice
½ teaspoon hot chili peppers or flakes
4 to 5 teaspoons olive oil
1 solid but ripe avocado
2 tablespoons chopped fresh coriander leaves
salt and pepper
Clean shrimp thoroughly. Chop garlic into fine bits. Mix in bowl brown sugar, garlic, chili powder, hot chili pepper flakes, lime juice, soy sauce, and two to three teaspoons of olive oil. Add shrimp and be sure to coat each piece. Let marinate thirty minutes.
Preheat your broiler.
Cut and peel avocado. Cut into pieces (I like chunks). Remove shrimp from marinade and place in broiler pan in one layer only. Broil about 4 to 5 inches away from heat for approximately two minutes. Turn shrimp at end of two minutes. Broil two more minutes. Transfer to another bowl. Add avocado and lemon juice, coriander, and rest of olive oil. Add salt and pepper to taste and gently toss in bowl.
Serves two nicely.
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Nealy staggered to the corner of Misty Blue’s birthing stall, leaned against the slatted wall, then slid to the ground. She wrapped her arms around her knees to stop the trembling in her arms and legs. She’d had no sleep at all for the past forty-eight hours and was operating on pure adrenaline. She wanted to sleep, needed to sleep, but she didn’t dare close her eyes in case the fragile newborn colt needed her. A wan smile tugged at the corners of her mouth when she heard Flyby whicker softly. “I hear you, big guy. Your son is doing just fine, and so is his mama. It was touch-and-go there for a while, but then I guess you know that. I don’t want you worrying one little bit.” A second whicker, this one softer, echoed in Nealy’s ears. “All’s right with your world, eh, Flyby?”
As if in answer, Flyby whinnied.
“Everything is all right with his world, but it sure isn’t right with mine right now. I think this straw has bugs in it.”
“Ruby! Are you awake? Are you okay?”
“I’m as okay as I can be for going without sleep for forty-eight hours,” Ruby said in a hoarse voice as she peeked through the slats into Misty Blue’s stall. “Ah, look at him, Nealy, he’s so gorgeous he takes my breath away.” She gazed at the colt adoringly. “Metaxas is going to go over the moon when he gets here later today.”
Nealy yawned. “I hope we’re both awake to see his reaction.” She groaned as she struggled to her feet. Every muscle in her body ached with the exertions of the last two days. She was getting too old to wrestle an eleven-hundred-pound mare to lie down or hold still. Even though she was still in good physical condition, it was too much. Still, it was the bed she’d chosen to lie in, so to speak, so lie in it she would, straw and all, for as long as she could.
Nealy raised her arm toward the light so she could read her watch. “When I get my hands on my two kids, I am going to strangle them,” she said, stretching her aching back. “They know the first rule on this farm is someone is always here. I let them convince me that a week’s vacation for everyone wasn’t going to make the world come to an end. Yes, we have good help; yes, we left everything in capable hands, but there are always the what-ifs. What if I had decided to stay an extra few days with Ken? It’s a damn good thing I didn’t. I had this really weird feeling I should come home early. Don’t ask me why because I can’t explain it. Am I the only responsible family member around here? If I hadn’t come back when I did, God only knows what would have happened. I’m so angry I could chew nails and spit rust. Not even a phone call from either of them. Two weeks, Ruby. They each took an extra week and didn’t say boo to me. No calls, no nothing. It’s unconscionable.”
“I’m sure there’s a good reason,” Ruby said wearily. “Why don’t you go up to the house and take a shower. I’ll call you if anything goes wrong. Will you trust me with the colt, Nealy?”
“Of course I trust you. I would trust you with my life, for God’s sake.” Nealy picked up her Stetson out of the straw and hit it against her leg to shake off the straw cleaving to the soft felt. Ruby was right. A shower was just what she needed. A long, hot, wonderful shower. She’d always thought she did some of her best thinking in the shower and right now there were some hard decisions she had to make. “The vet will be back in about an hour. Just talk to them, Ruby. Try not to fall asleep till I get back, then I’ll spell you. This is the most crucial time for this little guy. God, we almost lost this beautiful baby.” She straightened her hat. “Look at him, curious as all get-out. Okay, I’m outta here for some clean clothes and fresh coffee.”
A voice boomed from the far end of the barn. “Ma! We’re home!”
Nealy froze. Not now, she thought. Not now. I need to think things through a little more to know what I need to do.
Ruby dashed out into the breezeway and caught Nealy just as she was leaving Misty Blue’s stall. “Ask questions before you say anything,” she said, wiggling her finger in warning. “You might be surprised at the answers. That means take it easy, Nealy.”
Nealy took a deep breath, exhaling it in an angry swoosh. She jammed her hands into her pockets so they would stop shaking.
“Ma . . .” His eyes took in the blood on Nealy’s shirt. “What happened? Oh my God, the colt came early. Jeez, Ma, I’m sorry I wasn’t here.” He was tall, his lanky form casting a shadow in the breezeway, Willow at his side. Nealy saw him squeeze her hand and knew he knew he was in deep trouble. Good, she thought. His eyes took on a wary look as he shuffled his feet on the concrete.
“It’s pretty obvious, isn’t it, Nick? The colt came early, and we damn near lost him.” She paused to let her words sink in before asking, “Where the hell have you been? You were supposed to be here a week ago. Wipe that sappy look off your face. This is a working farm in case you didn’t know that. You have responsibilities like the rest of us. I let you talk me into a week, Nick. A week is seven days, not fourteen. You knew the deal. The workers who spelled us got their time off the day after New Year’s. That left us shorthanded. Did you know and do you care? Bradley broke a leg on New Year’s Eve. Donald is in the hospital undergoing an emergency gallbladder operation, and we have six men out with the flu as of yesterday. Everyone has been pulling double shifts, and they’re tired. We all did your work while you frolicked in the snow and your sister is sunning herself on some luxury ocean liner God only knows where. If it wasn’t for me and Ruby, this colt would be dead. Neither one of us has had any sleep for two days, and for days before that an hour here and there when we were able to snatch one. You were supposed to be here. I agreed to a week’s vacation. You took two weeks. Why didn’t you call me? This would be a very good time to offer up an explanation, Nick.”
“I thought Emmie . . .”
“You thought Emmie would cover for you, I know. And she might have if she wasn’t off sunning herself on some luxury cruise ship on God only knows what ocean.” Her son’s look of surprise told her he had thought Emmie was at the farm. It was no excuse.
Ruby had reached out to touch Nealy’s shaking shoulder. Nealy shrugged it off as she stalked toward her son. Willow, the household cook and Nick’s skiing companion, cowered behind him as Nealy jabbed a finger into her son’s chest, forcing him backward. Flyby snorted his displeasure. Ruby cringed against the stall. “Is there a reason why you didn’t call, Nick?” She sounded angry even to her own ears. Angry, hurt, and disappointed. He wasn’t the young man she thought he was. Maybe someday he would be, but not now.
Ruby’s hand reached out again to touch Nealy’s shaking shoulders, but again she shrugged it off and walked toward her son.
“I got married, Ma. Willow and I went to Vegas and tied the knot after our ski trip. That’s why I’m late.”
“You what?”
“We got married,” Nick said, his eyes wary at the expression on his mother’s face. Willow, his new bride, still cowered behind him.
Nealy closed her eyes to let his words sink in. If she’d been angry, hurt, and disappointed before, she was doubly so now. Stung to the quick by her son’s words, she retaliated. “Pack your bags and get out. Now!”
Nick’s gaze ricocheted first to Willow and then to his mother. “Ma! What the hell? Ruby, do something. Say something.”
“You heard me. What part of pack your bags and get out don’t you understand?” The only thing that could save her from breaking down was to walk away.
“You’re fired, Willow,” Nealy shot over her shoulder as she stalked out of the barn.
“Ruby . . .”
Ruby stared helplessly at the young man and his frightened bride. She shook her head as she tried to soothe Flyby, who was pawing the gate to his stall. She was only a few feet from his stall when he kicked the stall door so hard that splinters of wood flew in every direction. A second kick sent the door flying off its hinges. The big horse charged out into the breezeway, ears back, nostrils flaring.
Ruby screamed when she saw him heading for Nick. She’d learned enough about horses since coming here to Blue Diamond Farms to know that stallions could be extremely dangerous.
“Flyby!” Nick shouted in an attempt to control the horse, but Flyby wasn’t listening. Snorting and tossing his head, the stallion pushed Nick into the tack room opposite his stall, pushed him so hard that Nick lost his balance and fell.
Willow screamed.
Ruby gasped.
Satisfied that he’d had his say, Flyby whinnied before he ran after Nealy.
“Son of a bitch!” Nick groaned as he struggled to pick himself up off the floor. “I think that damn horse broke my ribs.”
“Then you better see a doctor,” Ruby said, not unkindly. “The vet is due any minute. He can look you over and maybe strap up your chest.”
“Ruby . . .”
“No, Nick, I can’t intervene. Nealy told me the first time I met her that this farm, these horses, take precedence over everything. Maud and Jess instilled that creed in her, and she abides by it. Otherwise, it doesn’t work. She was always so proud of the way you and Emmie adapted to it. Your mother was right, there are telephones. How could you have been so selfish, so uncaring? If I were you, I’d do what she says until she cools down.”
Nick’s eyes almost popped from their sockets. “Are you saying I should leave here? This is my home. Where am I supposed to go?”
“It was your home,” Ruby said quietly.
“I . . . I . . . have a contract,” Willow whispered.
Ruby guffawed as she offered up a withering look. “I would imagine, knowing Nealy, that when you go up to the house, there will be a check waiting and your pots and pans will be on the porch. I don’t think this is a good time to try to negotiate. What were you thinking, Nick? You don’t get married and not tell your mother.”
“I guess I . . . come on, Willow, let’s get your stuff and get out of here. Thanks for nothing, Ruby.”
“Just a damn minute, Nick. You’re the one at fault here, not me. Don’t take your anger out on me. Like everyone else on this farm, I covered for you and Emmie. In case you haven’t noticed, your mother and I both look like death warmed over, as does every other person working here. I haven’t had any sleep either. Your mother and I did what the four of us should have done because that’s what you do when a crisis arises. Look to yourself before you start blaming others.”
“Bullshit!” Nick snapped.
“Wrong animal,” Ruby snapped in return. She brought her hand up to shield her eyes from the bright morning sun invading the breezeway to see Nealy trying to soothe Flyby as he gently pushed her toward the back porch steps that would allow her the height to heft herself onto his back. She could only imagine what Nealy was saying to her prize stallion.
She continued to watch as a Dodge Durango, Emmie and Buddy’s 4-by-4, skidded to a stop in the courtyard next to the back porch. She continued to watch as Nick wrapped his arms around his middle and hobbled over to Emmie’s SUV, Willow close behind. And then all hell broke loose. Flyby reared up on his hind legs as Nealy grabbed his mane to secure her seat on the stallion. She could hear angry sounds but couldn’t distinguish the words.
“I hope your excuse is a lot better than your brother’s, Emmie. You’re a week late. Misty Blue birthed early.” She took a deep, sobering breath so she could say what she needed to say. “Make it good, girl, because you aren’t going to get up to bat again. I can’t believe how irresponsible the two of you are. I’m waiting, Emmie.”
“Buddy left me. He went to Ohio. He left me stranded at the ship. Stranded, Mom.”
Nealy clenched her teeth. “I gave you a week because you and your brother convinced me it would be okay. One week, not two. There are telephones. If you think so little of this farm and me, so be it. We have rules here, and you and your brother know what they are. You both broke those rules. If your husband left you, it is something you have to deal with. I have a farm to run here.”
“Mom, didn’t you hear what I just said? Buddy left me. He said I’m normal, and he can’t handle it.”
Nealy clenched and unclenched her teeth again. “When did this happen, Emmie?”
“Last week. I didn’t know what to do,” she said miserably.
Nealy nodded. Any other time she would have opened her arms to her daughter and offered comfort. Maybe that was part of the problem. Maybe she’d been too available through the years, offered a little too much comfort. “Last week, and you’re just now getting around to coming here?” she forced herself to say, knowing where the question would lead, wishing there was another way. “Doesn’t your telephone work?”
“I . . . I spent the whole week crying. I didn’t see this coming, Mom.”
“I’ll leave it up to your brother and his new wife to explain things to you. Your services are no longer required, Emmie. That means you’re fired and off the payroll. If I can’t depend on you, what good are you to me? Now, you have something to cry about.” Her heels kicked the stallion gently as she headed back toward the foaling barn and Ruby.
“Mom . . .” Emmie wailed after her.
Nick put his arm around his sister’s shoulder. “Save your breath, Emmie, and go home. She just booted my ass out of here, too. We broke the cardinal rule. Now we have to stand up and take our punishment like the big boys and girls we’re supposed to be. Do you mind if Willow and I bunk with you until I can find someplace for us to live?”
Emmie nodded, her face miserable. “I have to get her to listen to me,” she said, starting after her mother.
Nick pulled her back. “Don’t even think about it. Jesus! She sure can work fast when she wants to,” he said, referring to Smitty standing on the back porch with two white envelopes in her hands. Within minutes Willow’s pots and pans appeared in cardboard cartons as if by magic. “I’ll drive, Emmie, but first I have to pack Willow’s stuff in the cargo hold.”
“What’s wrong with her, Smitty?” Emmie sobbed.
Nick stopped long enough to hear the office manager’s reply. “You both broke the rules. As far as I can see there is absolutely no excuse for your behavior. You’re old enough to know better. There are telephones. If I were you, I wouldn’t drag my feet,” Smitty said coldly before she turned to enter the house.
“I don’t understand,” Willow said.
“With my mother there are no second chances when it comes to the horses. She gave us an inch and we took a yard. In plain English, we fucked up. She won’t bend either. Let’s get out of here. Stop bawling, Emmie. Life is going to go on whether Buddy left you or not.”
“But not without Mom. I’m not going until I talk to her.”
“It’s too late for talking. You should have called. I should have called. We didn’t. We’re selfish bastards thinking only of ourselves. Look, we both know that is not acceptable on this farm or any other farm. She bent enough to give us a week. The horses always have to come first.”
“Just like that, we’re walking away?” Emmie sobbed.
“Unless you want to crawl. It’s your call. Get in the truck, Emmie. We’ll talk when we get to your house.”
Her shoulders shaking with her sobs, Emmie climbed into the truck and buckled her seat belt. She turned to look out the back window to see her mother and Ruby staring at the truck. She cried harder.
Nealy watched her children drive away, a lump in her throat. Did she do the right thing? Only time would tell, she thought. Time had a way of dealing with everything. She slid off Flyby’s back and led him to his stall.
“Nealy, are you sure you didn’t overreact?” Ruby said, putting her arm around Nealy’s shoulders.
Nealy’s shoulders sagged. “To your way of thinking, I suppose I did. The farm runs as well as it does because of the rules. When Maud and Jess were alive, my ass would have been on the road in seconds if I had done what those two did. I accepted those rules going in, and I made damn sure I never broke them. Emmie and Nick learned that same rule from the minute they were able to walk and talk. I gave us all a week. I realize now I shouldn’t even have done that.”
“Is your heart breaking, Nealy?”
“No,” Nealy lied. “I’m going up for that shower now. I won’t be long.”
“What will they do?”
Nealy stopped and stared down at the ground. “I have no idea. Don’t ask me that again, Ruby.”
“Okay. Don’t forget the coffee when you come back.”
“I’ll remember.”
In the kitchen, Nealy headed to Smitty, who held out her arms. She stepped into them as the tears started to flow. “Don’t say it, okay, Smitty.”
“You did what you had to do, Nealy. Now you have to live with it. I know what you’re thinking and how hard it was for you to do what you did. This isn’t like when you lit out with Emmie at the age of seventeen. There was no love there. You moved from darkness to sunshine. Don’t start comparing. It’s over, it’s done with, and you don’t look back. If you look back, Nealy, it’s all over.”
“It hurts, Smitty. I feel like those two ripped my heart out. Nick got married. He got married, Smitty, and he didn’t think enough of me to invite me to his wedding or even call to tell me. I had no clue that he was serious about Willow. Flirting is one thing, marrying is something else entirely. And yes, I fired her. I had to. I sent my son packing, so how could I keep his wife around to cook for me? As for Emmie, we’ve always been so very close, and yet the one time when I could have consoled her, been with her, what does she do? She hangs me out to dry and stays home crying. I don’t understand that either. I don’t understand, Smitty, why she didn’t come to me this time. At Thanksgiving they were talking about having a baby, they went on this second honeymoon cruise, and then he dumps her and leaves her stranded when they got off the ship. What’s wrong with this picture, Smitty? Don’t answer that. I probably couldn’t handle it right now. I’d appreciate it if you would make some fresh coffee, and if you have time, call an agency and see about getting us a new cook. An all-round housekeeper might be better.”
In the shower, with the water beating down on her weary body, Nealy cried, her tears mingled with the water cascading all about her. She’d broken one of Jess’s rules, one of the rules he said it was okay to break from time to time: never let them see you sweat. She’d let Smitty and Ruby see her bruised heart, let them see her tears. Well, that was then, and this is now. She stepped from the shower, towel dried her hair, dressed in clean clothes, and was back in the kitchen just as the percolator made its last plopping sound. She filled a thermos for Ruby and one for herself. She was back in the barn in less than fifteen minutes.
“You okay, Nealy?” Ruby asked as she reached for her thermos.
“No. But I will be.” The splintered door to Flyby’s stall lay at her feet. “He really did a number on that stall, didn’t he?”
“Yes he did. He didn’t like your tone of voice, didn’t like what was going on. And they say these guys are stupid lumps. Not this guy. You should have seen what he did, Nealy. He burst out of his stall and pushed Nick into the tack room. It was almost funny the way he did it, like he was trying to make your point for you. Nick said he hurt him, but I think he just scared the hell out of him. I know it scared the hell out of me, and he wasn’t even after me.”
“I know you might find this hard to believe, but that horse understands everything that goes on where I’m concerned. His daddy, Stardancer, was the same way.” Nealy opened Misty Blue’s stall door and smiled when she saw that the colt was nursing. “So, what do you think of our little Shufly?” she asked, shifting mental gears.
“Nealy, he is so gorgeous, he takes my breath away. He’s just what Metaxas needs. I don’t know how I can ever thank you for him. And for allowing me to be a part of all this. In my life, I’ve never been happier. I’m sorry about the kids. Things will get better.”
Nealy waved her hand in dismissal. “Look, it’s your turn to hit the shower. Take all the time you need. If you can, try to get a couple of hours’ sleep. Be sure you take your medicine while you’re up at the house. I’m okay, Ruby. Over the years I’ve learned how to sleep with one eye open. I mean it, I’m okay. I have to see about getting this gate fixed before Himself decides to pitch another fit.”
“Okay, Nealy. Things will work out. I want to say just one thing before I go up to the house. I want you to listen to me, Nealy, and we will never talk about this again. It isn’t all that hard to say those two little words, I’m sorry. But only if you are sorry in your heart. If you don’t mean the words, don’t say them. You are a mother. A mother is supposed to love and love and love. A mother will stand by her child even if he or she is an ax murderer. Never having been a mother, I can’t know what you are feeling. To have a child must be the most wonderful thing in the world. I don’t want to see you throw away the relationship you have with Nick and Emmie.”
“I didn’t throw it away, Ruby. They did. Maud and Jess used to say, for every action there is a reaction, and you go on from there. Let’s not talk about this anymore.”
“You got it. See you later.”
“Yes, later,” Nealy said, leaning over the door of Misty Blue’s stall to watch the colt suckle from its mother.
“Make yourself at home, Nick. You’ve been here often enough to know where everything is. You, too, Willow. Take any room you want on the second floor. Before you can say it, Nick, Buddy must have had someone come in and move all his things out while we were on the cruise. It doesn’t look like he ever lived here. I was so shocked, I just caved in. I wish you could have seen me. I was like a maniac going through everything for some little scrap of something that was left behind. There was nothing, not even an empty shaving-cream can. Not even a stray sock. I just don’t understand how he could do this to me.”
“Do you want me to go to Ohio and kill him?” Nick asked. He grimaced when Willow jerked her head sideways to indicate he should go upstairs while she talked to Emmie.
“He planned it very thoroughly,” Emmie said, flopping down on the couch. “He let me talk and plan for a baby; he arranged the cruise, said it would be like a second honeymoon and then wham bam, he dumps me on the gangplank when the ship docked. He said he doesn’t want anything. The house is mine, our joint bank account, everything. He just wanted out.”
“I’m so sorry, Emmie. I wish there was something I could do for you. I need to ask, why did you wait so long to go to the farm and tell your mother?”
“I was too ashamed, Willow. Do you know what I did? Right there on the gangplank with people watching us, I begged him. I held on to his arm and tried to hang on to him. He shook me off like he would shake off a stray dog. And if that wasn’t bad enough, I told him I would stop talking if that would make him stay. He laughed in my face. I was too ashamed to tell that to my mother. I just holed up here and cried all week. I didn’t think about Mom, the farm, or the horses. All I thought about was Buddy. I turned on the computer and watched it until I thought my eyeballs would explode out of my head. I was so sure he would write me and tell me . . . something . . . anything. Today, I finally realized it wasn’t going to happen. How could I have been so stupid? How, Willow?”
“You loved him. Love doesn’t come with an intelligence degree.”
“I feel terrible that you and Nick came home to such a mess. You just got married, and already there are problems. My brother is a great guy, but then I guess you already knew that or you wouldn’t have married him. Mom won’t bend. Things are either black or white with her. There are no gray areas anywhere in her life.”
“I can’t believe that, Emmie. Mothers are very forgiving. They love their children unconditionally. I’m sure you and Nick will be able to work things out with her once she calms down.”
Emmie laughed, a bitter sound to Willow’s ears. “Maybe other mothers are like that, but ours isn’t. We learned early on, almost as soon as we could walk, that the horses always came first. We were raised that way. I’m not saying it’s wrong, it’s the way it is, and we knew that, accepted it. Mom is very loving, very generous and kind with us. As soon as we hit our teens she told us we could take care of ourselves. She stopped that motherly hovering thing all mothers do. I don’t know how Nick is going to handle this. All he knows is horses, and yet I can’t see him signing on with another farm. I’m glad he has you, Willow. I’m glad you’re both here. I’m a terrible hostess. Would you like some coffee? I’ll make some. Why don’t you go upstairs and freshen up. I’ll call you when the coffee is ready.”
“That sounds like a splendid idea. Emmie?”
“Yes.”
“Would you really have stopped talking if Buddy agreed to stay with you?”
“I guess I meant it when I said it. I know that doesn’t say much for me, now does it? He dumped me because I’m normal. He hated it when people talked to me and I responded. He wanted me to keep signing. I got so used to talking I would forget to sign. Then he would grab my arm and swing me around and make me sign. I guess that should have been my first clue. I don’t know what to do without him. All I do is walk around in circles.”
“This is a pretty kitchen,” Willow said, changing the subject.
“Mom helped me decorate it. The breakfast nook gets the full morning sun. I like to curl up in the wing chair in my pajamas on Sunday morning and read the paper and drink a whole pot of coffee. Nick and I used to alternate Sundays. I always looked forward to that time. It was special. I guess I can do that every day now for the rest of my life. Do you want to hear something strange, Willow? When my stepfather, Nick’s dad, died, Mom never cried once. He was dead, and she didn’t cry. Buddy leaves me, and I fall apart and can’t stop crying. Can you explain that to me?”
“No, Emmie, I can’t. Each of us grieves in her own way. I’m going to go upstairs and freshen up. I’ll be down soon. Are you sure you’re okay?”
Emmie nodded as she measured coffee into the silver basket.
Satisfied that the coffee was perking, Emmie curled up in the wing chair in the breakfast nook. Maybe she should have told Willow and Nick the rest of her sorry tale. To what end? Some things were just better left alone. She looked out the window to watch her two favorite squirrels that she’d named Lizzie and Dizzy scamper across the deck railing to the huge bowl of pecans she kept on the picnic table on the deck. She’d tamed them to a degree. Oftentimes when she sat out on the deck with a book they’d come right up to her chair and beg for the nuts. They always scampered away and watched from a distance when Buddy would join her. She wondered why that was. Did they sense something in him that wasn’t right? Were squirrels like dogs, good judges of character? Did it matter? Right now, nothing mattered, not the loss of Buddy or her mother’s ugly decision to banish her.
Lizzie and Dizzy scurried across the railing, hopped onto the back of one of the deck chairs, and then onto the windowsill outside the breakfast nook. Their eyes shiny bright, their bushy tails swinging from side to side, they watched the sleeping girl who fed them every day and changed their daily water bowl on the steps of the deck. They chattered to one another as their little paws tapped on the glass for recognition. When none was forthcoming, they scampered away.
Upstairs, Nick perched on the edge of the bed, his head between his hands. He wanted to bawl, to kick and scream the way he’d done when he was a little boy. Always be responsible for your own actions. Words his father had taught him early on. Words he’d always heeded. Until now. How could he make this all come out right? He couldn’t.
His mother had looked so tired, so weary. Ruby, too. Ruby had undergone chemotherapy and radiation treatments for a whole year. On the road to recovery, she still had to take her meds, still had to get plenty of rest, and he’d failed her, too. He should have called. Why didn’t he? Because he didn’t want to hear a lecture, didn’t want to hear his mother say he was too young to marry someone he barely knew. He knew what he felt, what Willow felt, and that was enough for him. If only Misty Blue hadn’t foaled early. If only Buddy hadn’t left Emmie. If only, if only, if only. One week, one miserable goddamn week, and his whole life changed in a matter of minutes. Did it matter that he’d never, ever, taken a vacation? Did it matter that up until now he’d given his life to Blue Diamond Farms and the horses? What mattered was the week he’d taken for himself to get married. No matter what, he should have called. Somewhere far back in his mind he’d had the thought that when he and Willow returned there would be a second marriage, like both his mother and Maud had, with a reception for the farm workers. A tradition of sorts. One stinking, lousy phone call, and he wouldn’t be sitting here ready to bawl his head off.
Bottom line . . . he should have called.
“We’ll work this out, Nick,” Willow said, sitting down next to him on the bed. “I’m going to send the check back. Maybe I should take it back and try to talk to your mother. She used to like me. Maybe we can talk, woman to woman. It’s worth a try, Nick. I hate seeing you so miserable.”
“I’m not just miserable. I’m fucking miserable, and it’s my own fault. I’m in shock. I knew I should have called. Some small part of me wanted to, but the larger part of me said no, she’ll demand I come home. Our trip was special in so many ways, my first-ever vacation, making love to you, getting married. I wanted to keep it close for as long as I could. I didn’t want to share it with anyone but you. This is the result.”
“You aren’t selfish, honey. And you can’t take all the blame. I should have insisted you call your mother. I know your mom. I should have known how she’d react.” She cradled him against her. “First thing tomorrow, I’ll take the check back and then drive into town and look for a job. There’s that new hotel. They were advertising for a chef. We won’t starve, Nick.”
Nick flopped backward onto the bed and laughed bitterly. “Money is the least of my problems, Willow. I’m fixed financially for the rest of my life. Emmie is, too. Hell, between us we could buy and operate our own farm. Maybe that’s what we’ll do if Emmie is agreeable. I want your promise that you won’t go to my mother. If you want to send the check back, that’s okay, and it is your decision. Just so you know, my mother never backs down. Never.”
“She’s not like that, Nick. I used to talk to her for hours in the kitchen. It’s like we’re talking about two different people here. The woman I know is nothing like what you’re describing.”
“Don’t delude yourself. I’m her son. I should know. Everyone wears two faces. There’s the family side where it all hangs loose and you know someone inside and out, and then there is the public side, where that person lets you see only what they want you to see. You do it, I do it, everyone does it. Sometimes we do it consciously and sometimes we do it unconsciously. How is Emmie?”
“She’s hurting, Nick. How do you expect her to feel? She said she didn’t see it coming. What kind of man would do something like that? And in public.” She told him about Emmie’s confession.
“Jesus. I’m just spoiling for a fight. I should get on the next plane to Ohio and beat the crap out of that sorry son of a bitch. I don’t care if he is deaf.”
“That’s not what you’re going to do, Nick. This is Emmie’s problem, and we aren’t going to do anything unless she asks us to intervene, which she isn’t going to do. Right now we are going to go downstairs and have some coffee and talk about our future. We have to start making plans.”
“I don’t know if I can leave here, Willow. I have to be around horses. It’s my life. It’s all I know.”
“I didn’t say anything about leaving or you not being around horses. I said we need to talk about what we’re going to do. That includes Emmie.”
“Okay. Listen, I just want to shower and change. I’ll be down in a few minutes.”
“Take your time. I’ll unpack our suitcases and meet you downstairs.”
In the bathroom with the door closed and locked, Nick broke down and sobbed, his shoulders shaking uncontrollably. “I’m sorry I let you down, Dad.”
In the foyer, Willow reached for her jacket. A breath of fresh air might be just what she needed. A walk around the yard might clear her head a little. She was on her second lap when she noticed the mailman trying to jam mail into Emmie’s box and having a hard time of it. She jogged forward and held out her hands. The after-Christmas sale catalogs were heavy. She staggered under their weight and on into the house, where she shrugged out of her jacket, the huge pile of mail secure in her arms. She called out to Emmie as she entered the kitchen. “I brought your mail in. Nick seems to think you might have some bills that need to be paid. Oh, Emmie, I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were asleep.”
“I guess I dozed off. It’s not a problem. Our coffee is ready. I’ve been meaning to go out and pick up the mail, but I simply didn’t want to make the effort. I guess it did pile up. Two weeks’ worth from the look of things. I’ll go through it later.”
“No, let’s go through it now,” Nick said, entering the kitchen. “I don’t want to see you get a bad credit rating. You need to pay your bills on time. I would like some coffee, ladies.”
“Oh yes, sir, kind sir, it will be my pleasure to serve you some coffee. Would you like me to whip up a double chocolate cake while I’m at it?” Willow teased.
“Nope. We ate too much rich food on vacation. Coffee will do just fine,” Nick mumbled as he sorted through the first-class mail. “You have a certified letter one of your neighbors signed for. Guess they just stuck it back in your box. It came sometime last week. It’s from Josh Coleman’s lawyer, the one Mom sent packing. You remember, the ornery, dumb one who couldn’t get anything right. Do you want me to open it?”
“Be my guest, then chuck it. I don’t want anything to do with those people and all those crazy lawyers. All lawyers do is bleed you dry.”
“Well, lookee here, Emmie. Don’t be so quick to chuck this one. Seems that ornery old buzzard we all thought was on the dumb side is suffering from Alzheimer’s. This letter is from his son informing us and apologizing at the same time for the mistakes his father made. Remember the day you signed off on SunStar Farms, Josh Coleman’s farm in Virginia? You signed it over to Ma’s brothers. Right?”
“Yes. So what?”
“So what is this. The filings were never made in the timely manner the courts require. They are now null and void, and you have to sign a new set that is enclosed. Do you want to sign these, Emmie? You don’t have to, you know.”
“Why wouldn’t I want to sign them, Nick?”
“Think about it. Ma just booted our asses out of Blue Diamond Farms. You own a farm. We can go there and take it over. Between the two of us, we could bring that farm up to snuff.”
“What about Uncle Rhy and Uncle Pyne?”
“What about them, Emmie?”
“If we take it over, even though it was willed to me, what will happen to them?”
“I don’t know. I suppose they could work for us. I heard Ma say she would make them full partners at Blue Diamond Farms if they wanted to join her. I don’t know how anyone in their right mind could turn down an offer like that.”
“Isn’t SunStar tied up in that legal mess Mom is dealing with?”
“I don’t know, Emmie. Mom never said much about it to me. The lawyers are handling it all. Look, it’s our answer to our futures. Do you want to stay here and cry yourself to death over Buddy and Mom, or do you want to get on with your life?”
“Don’t we need a lawyer? We can’t use the one Mom uses because it will be a conflict of interest. The whole thing is so messy I’m not sure I want to get involved. Can we think about it?”
“Hey, I know a lawyer. Dad had these two friends he went to law school with. They still call me on a regular basis. The one named Hatch is an Indian and bigger than life. According to Dad, his billable hours are in the millions. He loved that big guy. If he hadn’t married Mom, he would have joined the firm. Another friend of Dad’s is Bode Jessup. He’s a full partner. Dad said if I ever needed a good lawyer, to call Hatch. According to Dad he’s the best of the best. His first name is Shunpus. Guess it’s an Indian name. He’s our man. Dad used to talk about those guys all the time. Sometimes I think he thought he made a mistake by not going with them into the firm. What do you think, Emmie?”
“Mom . . .”
“Emmie, for God’s sake, we aren’t doing anything illegal. SunStar was left to you. It’s yours. Where is it written you have to give it to Rhy and Pyne? Mom told you to sign off on it, and you did. Did you ever think about what you did and the why of it?”
“A few times,” Emmie mumbled. “Buddy said I was stupid for doing it. He called Mom a dictator sometimes. Let’s think about it before we make a decision. I don’t see anything wrong with getting in touch with your father’s friend. See what he thinks. If he thinks it’s the right thing to do, we’ll do it. You know, of course, that Mom will have a fit.”
“That’s a given. Guess we’ll have to live with that, too. If you two fine young women think you can manage without me, I’d like to fly out to Santa Fe and talk to Hatch in person. I’m not comfortable discussing something like this on the phone. I could fly out early tomorrow, stay overnight, and be back the following morning. You okay with that?”
Willow nodded.
“Okay, Nick.”
“Then it’s a go. I’ll go upstairs, pack, and make a reservation. An early dinner would be good, or I could take you ladies out to eat. Decide and tell me the verdict when I come back down.”
“Okay, honey. We want to go out.”
“That was quick.”
“You know us women. We can make snap decisions. Right, Emmie?”
“You bet.” Emmie smiled.
While much research went into this book, it is still a work of fiction. In the interests of entertainment, I have taken the liberty of stretching the boundaries of the Thoroughbred breeding and racing world to allow my characters the freedom to break some of the “rules” and “traditions” that govern the industry.
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Lime Chili Shrimp with Coriander and Avocado