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Prologue

Babylon Hotel and Casino 
Las Vegas, Nevada

 



Sage Thornton looked across the table at his twin brother Birch. His expression clearly said “board meetings are deadly dull.” Birch rolled his eyes as if to say, “I agree, this is boring as hell.”

Fanny Thornton Reed peered at her sons over the rims of her reading glasses. “I wonder, Sage, if you can tell me why the Emperor Room has been operating in the red for the past two months. The Emperor Room has always been the hottest ticket in town for fine dining. As far back as I can remember, we’ve always been backlogged for reservations. The way it stands now, you can walk in off the street and get a table without a reservation.”

Sage leaned forward, the better to see his mother. “The chef bailed out on us. She didn’t give us any notice, so we shut down for ten days until we could find a replacement. One day she was here, and the next day she was gone. Obviously the new man we hired isn’t doing the job he was hired to do. I’ve been looking for a new chef since the day she left. Five-star chefs are not that easy to come by, Mom.”

“Let’s try to do better. I hate seeing all these red circles,” Fanny said. “I think we’re adjourned unless any of you have some business you want to discuss.”

Sage glared at the board members sitting at the long conference table. His gaze said there had better not be any new business to discuss.

“Then we are adjourned.” Fanny shuffled her papers and booklets into an accordion-pleated envelope. The sound of the rubber band snapping into place was exceptionally loud to those in the room.

The twins waited until the room emptied before they approached their mother. They both hugged her. “Nice to see you, Mom. You should come to town more often,” Birch said.

Fanny twinkled at her sons. “What good would that do me, Birch? You’re in Atlantic City all the time running Babylon II. As for you, Sage, I only live fifty miles away. You could come to visit. By the way, you are going to Kentucky for the family reunion in May, aren’t you? I think it’s wonderful that Nealy is willing to host a get-together. Marcus and I wouldn’t miss it for the world. Your sisters Sunny and Billie will be there as well as all the Colemans. It should be quite wonderful.”

“We’ll be there,” Birch and Sage said in unison. “Are you staying on, Mom,” Birch asked, “or heading back to the ranch?”

“Marcus is waiting for me. I have to get back. How’s my mountain, Sage?” Her voice was so wistful, Sage felt his eyes start to burn. He stared at her for a long moment, his heart fluttering in his chest at how old and frail his mother suddenly looked. He blinked. Her hair was snow-white and the fine wrinkles were deeper. Her smile was the same gentle, warm smile of his youth. He made a mental note to go out to the ranch at least once a week, even if it was at midnight.

“It’s as beautiful as ever and just as wonderful. The kids love it. I wish you and Marcus would come up and spend some time with us. Iris would love it if you’d come for an extended stay.”

“If I were to do that, I might not want to leave. We’ll be there for Christmas. I’ll say good-bye now.” Fanny gathered up her purse and coat.

“How about a trip to Atlantic City, Mom?” Birch asked as he hugged her good-bye.

“One of these days. I like to be close to home. You know I’m only comfortable around my own things in my own place. Marcus is having knee-replacement surgery after the first of the year. Recovery time will be at least a few months. I will think about it, though. Be sure to call me. That goes for you, too, Sage.”

“Okay, Mom. Do you want us to walk you to the car?”

Fanny laughed. “I think I can get there on my own. You can walk me to the elevator, though.”

Even there on the fourth floor of the casino, the noise from the first floor could still be heard as the slot machines whirred and clanked to the sound of silver.

“Uh-oh, here comes trouble,” Sage muttered, as soon as the elevator door closed. He made his way across the deeply carpeted hallway to greet two burly Las Vegas police detectives. “What brings you here at this hour of the morning, Joe? Noah, good to see you again,” he said, pumping the second detective’s hand. “You both know Birch.”

“We’re here to ask you about one of your employees. She’s got at least twenty aliases that we know of. Willow, Willa, or a variation of that first name. As to her last name, here, take your pick,” the detective named Noah said, handing over a sheet of paper. “We have no clue as to what her real name is. She’s a cook. We were told she worked here at Babylon.”

Sage looked at his brother, a frown building between his eyebrows. “If you’re referring to Willa Lupine, yes, she worked for us in the Emperor Room. She’s a five-star chef, but she quit a few months ago. She pretty much left us high and dry. Why are you looking for her?”

“Murder.”

This time Sage’s eyebrows shot up to his hairline. “Murder! Willa? Who is she supposed to have killed?”

“Her husband, Carlo Belez. Also known as Junior Belez. It was in all the papers. Didn’t you see it?”

Sage threw his hands in the air. “Hell, it was on the front page of the paper every day for weeks. It didn’t say anything about a wife or mention our chef by name. I would have remembered something like that. If this happened two months ago, are you telling me you just figured out Junior was married to one of our employees? I didn’t even know Willa was married.”

The detective looked sheepish. “So you did know Junior.”

Sage jammed his hands into his pockets. “I never said I didn’t know him. Every casino owner on the strip knows . . . knew Junior Belez. He was a high roller. Never ran a marker that I know of. He won and lost money in all the casinos. Are you implying our former chef killed Junior?”

“It looks that way. We want to question her. The only problem is we don’t know where she is. We have an all-points out, but nothing has come in. We just found out about her a few days ago.”

Sage raked his hands through his hair. “Wait a minute. The guy was killed two months ago, and you’re just now finding out he was married? What the hell kind of police work is that?”

The detective clenched and unclenched his teeth. “Junior lived on his ranch way out there, maybe twelve miles or so past the Chicken Ranch. He liked privacy. He didn’t have a housekeeper but he did have a groundskeeper who sticks his snoot in the bottle from time to time and then has to dry out. He was drying out when this all went down. He came back expecting to pick up where he left off only his boss is dead. He’s the one who told us your cook was married to Belez. If it wasn’t for him, we still wouldn’t know about her.”

“She wasn’t a cook. Anyone can cook. Willa was a chef,” Sage said. “I don’t know anything that can help you. She worked for us. She drew customers like a magnet. She was one hell of a chef. She quit and took off. That’s the sum total of what I know. Feel free to go to the kitchen and talk to the people who worked with her.”

“We’ll do that. If you hear anything, call us.”

“I will,” Sage muttered. He looked at his brother. “Don’t look at me like that, Birch. I don’t know anything about the woman. The kitchen was strictly off-limits to everyone when she worked here. She was hell on wheels about people going in and out of her kitchen.”

Birch shrugged. “You taking me to the airport or should I catch a cab?”

“Do you mind taking a cab? I want to talk to the kitchen staff myself. I have this . . . weird feeling I know something, but I don’t know what it is. It’s like . . . something I heard. Then again, maybe it was something I saw and didn’t realize it at the time. Christ, I hate when that happens. It makes me damn near nuts trying to figure it out.”

“No problem. Let me know if I can help.”

“Hey, wait just a damn minute, Birch. You’re looking kind of smug. You didn’t snatch her away, did you? Damn, it would be just like you to pull a stunt like that.”

“Sorry. Never saw the lady, and I don’t know anything about her. I’m just glad she wasn’t my . . . cook. See you.”

“One of our employees is wanted for murder. I can’t believe it, Birch.”

Birch bent down to pick up his briefcase. “He said she was wanted for questioning. There’s a difference between questioning and murder. She might be a suspect. That still doesn’t prove she committed the murder. It’s the elimination process to track down the killer or killers. Don’t go off half-cocked here, Sage. I’ll call you when I get home. We can do that word-association thing we used to do when we were kids. Maybe something will come to you. You could also call that sister of ours. Sunny is great with stuff like that.”

Sage watched the elevator door close behind his brother. He felt his stomach muscles bunch up into a knot.

Murder!




PART I





1

Fanny Thornton Reed watched the young dawn creep over her beloved Sunrise Mountain. A sadness, unlike anything she’d ever experienced, washed over her. One small part of her wished she hadn’t turned the mountain over to her son Sage. Yet it would have been selfish of her to keep it with just herself and Marcus to enjoy. The mountain was intended for a family, for children to run and play, to hope and dream.

She’d raised her four children there, and it was always the place where she’d come to lick her wounds, to cry in private and bury those close to her.

She looked across the road to the little valley where Chue’s family lived. Chue was the young Chinese immigrant Sallie Coleman had befriended and brought to the mountain eons ago. She’d given him a large plot of land and built him a house so he could get married and raise a family. His loyalty and love had served Sallie and Fanny’s own family over the years. Chue and his wife were gone now, buried in the family cemetery, but their children remained to care for the mountain and for the new generation of Thorntons.

Twelve children on the mountain. She smiled. Sage’s three children and her daughter Sunny’s two children plus Chue’s seven grandchildren romped the mountain from morning till night.

Fanny reflected on her life on the mountain, where she’d been happy as well as miserable at times. Those other times, the times when she’d been less than happy—they weren’t worth thinking about. She was in the winter of her life now, her hair as white as the snow on the tips of the trees in the winter. She was also older, and Marcus was even older. She closed her eyes, wondering what it would be like when it was her time to join those who had gone before her. Tears blurred her eyes. Then she smiled again as she thought about her first husband, Ash, and how much she’d loved him. It was true, what they said, about only having one true love. Yes, she loved her husband Marcus, but it was a different kind of love. Ash was the bells and whistles and the kids’ father. Marcus was the steady rock she clung to.

“Fanny, Fanny, you’re doing it again. You’re stewing and fretting instead of taking action.”

“Ash! Oh, Ash, it’s good to talk to you again. It’s been years and years. I don’t even want to think about how many. Yes, I was just standing here thinking about how old I am. If I close my eyes, I can see us here on the mountain with the kids running around. I’ve been all over the world, Ash, and this is still the prettiest spot on earth.”

“Why so sad, Fanny?”

“It’s Jake, Ash. If you’re so all-knowing, you must realize the young man is suffering. He can’t seem to find his direction. I know how much you loved him, and he returned that love. I don’t think he ever forgave you for dying and leaving him behind. All he ever talked about was being a navy pilot like you. Those gold wings you gave him are his most treasured possession. I think he still sleeps with them pinned to his pajamas. You know he will never be a pilot. It’s that damn disease, where he didn’t grow the way he should have. We took him everywhere, to every clinic, to every specialist, and there was nothing they could do for him. Right now, he’s looking at his eighteenth birthday and doesn’t know what to do. He absolutely refuses to go to college. Sunny said he has to accept his condition and work it out, the way she did when she found out she had multiple sclerosis. I think she’s right, but it hurts me to watch him.”

“I know, Fanny, but there are other ways to fly. I don’t mean literally. I’m talking about the same dedication, the same exhilaration. Think about it.”

“Ash, I hate it when you talk in riddles. If you have an idea, tell me. I’ll do anything for the boy. Anything. Help me out here, okay?”

“That’s your problem, Fanny. You always wanted me to do your thinking for you. Use your head. Go inside and turn the VCR on.”

“Why would I want to do that? It’s only six o’clock in the morning. What kind of tape should I watch?” Fanny asked curiously.

“The one that’s in the machine. Come on, old girl, you’ve been thinking about it but were afraid to say the words out loud. You were always so damn cautious.”

“And you were always going off on one tangent or another. I was the one who had to remain grounded for all our sakes.”

“Don’t be afraid to take chances, Fanny. Get Jake off the mountain before it’s too late. If you don’t, he’s going to turn into another Simon. You don’t want that, do you?”

“Ashhhh.”

Fanny whirled around when she felt a hand on her shoulder. “Oh, Jake, what are you doing up so early? Couldn’t you sleep?” She reached up to tousle his blond curls, the same kind of hair as his grandfather had had.

“I like to watch the sun come up. It’s a new day, and I always hope that maybe some miracle will happen.”

“Jake, I’ve lived a long time, and over the years I found that each of us has to make our own miracles along the way. I want you to come with me into the family room and watch a tape. Let’s get some fresh coffee first, though.”

“What’s on the tape, Grandma?”

Yes, what was on the tape? Ash had sounded as if he knew what he was talking about. “You’ll see,” she said.

Jake sat down next to her on the sofa, weighing only 105 pounds, his legs barely reaching the floor. Even though he was approaching his eighteenth birthday, he looked like a child of twelve. She was thankful the disease hadn’t eaten into his mind. He was brilliant, in the top one percentile of his class, and had a photographic memory just like his grandfather Ash, who had always been his idol.

“You have to turn it on, Grandma,” Jake said.

“Yes, yes, I do have to turn it on. Marcus always handles the remote. Get ready now.” This better be good, Ash.

Fanny sat back, wondering what it was she was going to see. “Oh, look, Jake, it’s Nealy Clay! I think this is her first Kentucky Derby race. She won two Triple Crowns, and she’s your aunt. She was in her fifties when she ran her last race. We didn’t know about Nealy for a long time.” She looked sideways at Jake. “She’s just your size, and she’s a jockey. She was very young, not as young as you are, but still young, when she ran her first race. She doesn’t look big enough to handle a Thoroughbred, does she?”

“Size has nothing to do with a person’s ability to control a horse,” Jake said as if he knew what he was talking about. The camera switched to the jockey room and panned the jockeys as they finished dressing. “Look how muscular those guys are,” he said, an enthusiasm in his voice that hadn’t been there before.

“That was the preliminaries. Now, they’re going to show the race. Before it starts, I want you to know one thing. Ash, your grandfather, always said there are other ways to fly than in an airplane. Keep that in mind as you watch the race.”

Fanny and Jake watched as the crowd rose to the playing of “My Old Kentucky Home,” then fell silent as the gates clanged open.

“And they’re off in the Kentucky Derby!” the announcer blared.

“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. Finders Keepers is fifth, Dark Sire is in the sixth position. Here comes Phil’s Choice in seventh. On the outside is Texas Rich at eighth. Leisure Boy is between horses as they round the clubhouse turn and MacInerny takes Crusader to the front three-quarters of a length. Serendipity on the outside is second. Saturday’s Warrior in blue and yellow moves to the outside. Finders Keepers is fifth on the outside with Phil’s Choice tucked in at the rail and sixth at this point. Dark Sire is seventh, Celebration is eighth, Nightstar is ninth. After that, Saturday’s Warrior racing in the tenth position.”

Fanny beamed when her grandson leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. “Look, Grandma, she’s trying to move to the inside. Look how low she’s riding. She looks like she’s on the horse’s head. She’s about eight lengths behind. Wow! Look at that horse! I can’t believe we’re related to her.” Fanny thought her heart would burst at the boy’s excitement.

The announcer’s voice rose an octave. “Here comes Crusader, his colors showing the way and in the lead by a head. On the outside, Serendipity is coming off the middle and here comes Phil’s Choice, and he’s sailing. Celebration swings to the middle of the racetrack. Flyby is fifth and running at the rail. Celebration takes command by a neck. Down the stretch they come. Finders Keepers is on the inside. Here comes Dancer’s Flyby, and that horse is flying!”

“She’s gonna do it, Grandma. Look at her go! The announcer is right, that horse is flying. Look at his legs. They’re like wings!”

Jake was on his feet, his closed fists shooting in the air when the announcer blasted, “What a punch that horse has! And the winner of the Kentucky Derby is Dancer’s Flyby! We’re talking absolute power here, ladies and gentlemen. Absolute! Cornelia Diamond, owner, trainer, and jockey, takes home the roses to Blue Diamond Farms!”

Fanny leaned back into the softness of the sofa. “Thanks, Ash,” she whispered.

“Anytime, Fanny my love. Anytime at all.”

“Did you say something, Grandma?” Jake asked, excitement ringing in his voice.

“I said, great race. Flyby looked like he was really flying, didn’t he?”

“Grandma, that horse was flying. He won by four lengths. Four lengths! He had wings on his feet. I wonder what it felt like—riding that fast.”

Fanny smiled. “I bet it was a lot like flying a fighter plane,” she said nonchalantly. She shook her head when Sage appeared in the doorway, a sign that he should leave. He obliged.

“But she’s a girl!” Jake said, shaking his head in disbelief. He ran to the VCR and rewound the tape to the middle of the race and studied it.

“Now that’s a brilliant deduction if I ever heard one,” Fanny said.

“Is that what you meant about another way to fly?” Jake asked, his eyes glued to the wide screen in front of him.

“I just repeated the words. Your grandfather is the one who came up with the saying. You know what I think, honey? I think it’s not the actual act of flying that you crave, it’s the feeling, the high that comes with doing something you love. For me it was building this mountain. For your aunt Nealy, it’s breeding, training, and racing her horses. I think you could be a jockey, Jake. It’s not easy, the training is hard and rigorous. I can almost say with certainty that Nealy would take you on at the farm. If Nealy isn’t at the farm, Emmie, then. Who knows, they might have a wonder horse you could ride. Once you learn, that is.”

“Grandma, I’ve never been on a horse in my life. Where did you come up with this idea?”

“You know, Jake, I had a dream, and your grandfather told me about it. I don’t dream of him as often as I used to, but last night I did,” Fanny fibbed. “Over the years he’s come to me in many dreams, usually in a time of crisis. He always seemed to have the right answer.”

“And Pop-Pop,” Jake said, referring to the name he’d given his grandfather in his early childhood years, “said I should be a jockey?”

“It was a dream, honey. I’m not saying you should or should not be a jockey. It is something to think about. I always pay attention to my dreams because Ash was never wrong. I never figured out how that could be,” Fanny said thoughtfully. “I’m going to make breakfast this morning so your aunt Iris can sleep in. What would you like?”

“Anything you make will be fine. I think I’ll watch that race again if you don’t mind.”

“Why don’t you watch the others, too? Nealy ran seven Triple Crown races. We’re all going to Kentucky the first of May so you can see those magnificent horses in the flesh. And we’re all going to take in the Kentucky Derby. I remember Sage saying he taped all six races. I’ve seen them, and they’re very exciting. I imagine they’re on the shelf over there with the other tapes. I’ll call you when breakfast is ready.”

“Okay, Grandma.”

In the kitchen, Sage poured coffee, his eyes full of questions.

“I think I might have found the answer to Jake’s dilemma. I had this dream last night about your father, and he’s the one who came up with the idea. In the dream,” she said hastily. “Jake would make a perfect jockey. What do you think?”

“Think! I think that’s a great idea. The question is, what does Jake think? I don’t think he’s ever been on a horse. We could never get him on a pony, much less a horse.”

“He can learn. I think Nealy will take him on. If she’s off traveling, Emmie will do the honors. Do you really think it’s a good idea, Sage?”

“Mom, it’s the best. I think it’s Jake’s answer. Do you think he’ll go for it?”

“He looked interested. I played the first race for him. He’s going to watch the other six races now. Let’s not overplay it. Let him come to his own decision. In fact, I don’t think we should say another word. When we get to Kentucky, he can see for himself. What do you think?”

“As usual, Mom, you’re right again. I can’t tell you how worried I’ve been about that kid. Sunny is beside herself. I’ll call and tell her when I get to the casino. Iris said blueberry waffles would be nice.” He winked at his mother.

“She’s right, blueberry waffles would be nice. I’ll see you this evening, Sage.”

Sage hugged his mother and was out the door a second later.

 


 



Nealy Clay Littletree reached for the phone and picked it up on the first ring. “Fanny! How nice to hear from you. Yes, it’s been way too long. Hatch and I just got back from some of our travels. Actually, I was just sitting here thinking about the family and missing everyone. How are you, Fanny?”

“Getting older by the day, Nealy. I have a very large favor to ask of you. If you can’t see your way clear to helping me, that’s okay, too. I’ve never been one too proud to ask for help.”

“Ask away, Fanny. If it’s in my power to help you, I will. Your sons came to my rescue, and I didn’t even have to ask. Family is such a wonderful thing. Now, tell me what I can do for you.”

Nealy looked up and smiled at her husband. Hatch winked at her as he tossed the “Lifetime” section of the morning paper. She caught it deftly as she mouthed the words, “It’s Fanny Thornton.”

“Do you remember me telling you about my grandson Jake?” Fanny asked.

“Yes, I remember. Is he in some kind of trouble?”

“No. However, he refuses to go to college. He won’t leave the mountain. I’m sure a lot of it has to do with his size and weight. Even though he’s going to turn eighteen in a few weeks, he looks like he’s only twelve years old. I understand his mind-set where that is concerned. I was wondering if you or Emmie would take him under your wing and train him to be a jockey. It’s a large commitment on your part, but I don’t know what else to do. I had this dream . . . No, no, I can’t lie to you, Nealy. It wasn’t a dream. Sometimes I talk to Ash. He answers me. No, I’m not crazy. I’m just careful who I tell things like this to. Ruby talks to him, too.”

“Yes, I do know, and I really do understand. There for a while I was talking to Hunt. What did he tell you?”

“He’s the one who suggested all of this. Can you see yourself helping us, Nealy?”

“Of course. I’ll do anything I can. I’m sure Hatch won’t mind. You are coming to the reunion, aren’t you?”

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world. I thought it would be a good time for Jake to get his feet wet so to speak. He’s a wonderful boy, Nealy, and he got a bad deal like his mother did. Something like this just might be what he needs, to prove to himself he can and will amount to something. I don’t know how to thank you.”

“Would you do it for me, Fanny?”

“In a heartbeat.”

“Then you have your answer. I’ll talk to Hatch and get a plan under way. It was nice talking to you, Fanny. Say hello to everyone for me.”

Nealy clicked off the portable phone and looked up at Hatch. “How do you feel about us staying on at Blue Diamond Farms after the reunion? I don’t know how long, Hatch. It could be two years, a little less, a little more. We could come back here to Santa Fe on long weekends. Fanny Thornton needs my help.”

“Then let’s do it,” Hatch said.

Nealy looked up and stared off into space. God had certainly smiled on her when He brought Hatch Littletree into her life. “Don’t you want to know why we’re going back?”

Hatch looked over the top of his spectacles. “You said Fanny needs your help.”

“Well, yes, she does but it’s actually her grandson who needs the help. She wants me to train him to be a jockey. He has a severe medical problem. He never grew normally. He’s healthy as all get-out and graduated at the top of his class, but he refuses to go to college. I’m sure image and peer pressure played a big part in his decision. I think he might be able to do it. Train to be a jockey, I mean.

“It’s really very sad because the boy wanted to be a naval aviator like his grandfather, but with his condition it isn’t possible. He’s just the right age, and he’s the perfect weight, too. I’d like to work with him. That give-back thing we always talk about when God is good to you. Are you sure you’re okay with going back for that long a time?”

“I’m okay with it, Nealy. Metaxas Parish ran his business out of your farm for three whole years while you and Shufly trained. I can do the same thing. Semiretirement allows for a lot of things. Don’t look so worried, honey. I think it’s a great idea. Maybe he’ll let me act like a dad. I’m all for it.”

Nealy grinned. “Good, because I told her I would do it.”

Hatch laughed, the chair shaking under his weight. “I know. I was listening.”

 


 



Emmie Coleman leaned back against the board fencing, hooking the heel of her boot onto one of the rails. Hands jammed into the pockets of her jeans, she surveyed Blue Diamond Farms. It had to be the prettiest place on earth. Her home, her sanctuary. She was never, ever going to leave again. She dug the heel of her left boot into the rich soil and wished she could take root. She sighed with happiness.

Thick gray clouds scudded overhead, a sign that it would rain in the next hour or so. If it did, the camera crew would have to wind up for the day. Mitch Cunningham had been true to his word, the crew hadn’t interfered, hadn’t gotten in the way, but they were always there, always within eyesight. She was so used to Mitch and the crew that when they weren’t around she missed them.

The seven-month time frame to complete the movie had gone the way of all deadlines, thanks to the fire and her mother’s trip to Thailand for reconstructive surgery to repair her burned face. Now, though, the film was almost near the wrap stage. The thought left her with a feeling of sadness. She’d become very fond of Mitch Cunningham. Perhaps too fond. In the morning she couldn’t wait to run to the barn, hoping to see him before she started her day. It was foolish because he never showed up before nine in the morning, and by that time she usually had five hours of work under her belt.

More than ever, she realized that she was just like her mother. She wasn’t worldly, didn’t know how to play the games men and women played with each other. Her social skills were as pitiful as those of her mother. She could hardly wait to see the film on the wide screen, to see how the young actress played her part. The woman and Mitch had both picked her brain clean. How her life would translate on the screen was still a mystery. She’d heard Mitch call it a modern-day Gone With the Wind. God knows he had done as much research on Thoroughbreds and racing as Margaret Mitchell had done on the South and the Civil War. The cast was practically as large, with actors and actresses portraying almost every member of her mother’s family, including the Texas Colemans and the Thorntons of Las Vegas. He had even hired actors and actresses to portray some of the office staff and farmhands. Only the horses had played themselves.

He was heading her way now, his long-legged stride unmistakable. The nerves in her stomach did a crazy little dance as she struggled to appear nonchalant. She could see him studying her for a moment. What was he seeing? Obviously something that didn’t appeal to him. It bothered her. She tipped her Stetson lower to shield her eyes. He in turn flipped his baseball cap around so that the brim was in the back. All the better to see her with.

“Nice day,” he said.

“Summer days are always nice,” Emmie said coolly.

“This certainly is a beautiful place. I hope someday I can have something half as grand. I’d like a little ranch out West somewhere. That’s so far into the future it doesn’t bear thinking about. It’s easy to understand why you love it so much.”

Emmie nodded but said nothing.

“I need to thank you again for being so gracious and for allowing us to film here. I hope you’ll come to the premiere as my guest. Your mother, too. Actually, the whole family. I know it’s going to be a huge success. I’m hoping it’s Academy Award material. My gut tells me those racing scenes will really put it over the top.”

Emmie nodded again. “What’s your next project?”

Mitch shrugged. “Don’t know. I still have a lot to do on this one. We’re going to film your family reunion. That’s not to say it will go into the movie, but I would like the footage just in case. The final editing is going to be a nightmare. A definite challenge, but still a nightmare. I’m going to miss this place.”

What about me? Are you going to miss me? “You’ll forget us soon enough,” Emmie said.

“You’re like your mother, you know that, Emmie? What is it about me that you don’t like? You’re always polite, but you’re always so damn busy. Do you ever stop to take a deep breath, to smell the roses, to dream? I finally figured out your mother halfway through the film. Do you feel you have to be like her? I guess my next question is, if the answer is yes, then why? And I still don’t understand why you wouldn’t allow mention of your daughter or let her be in the film. If this is going to be the epic I think it will be, she might be a little offended when she gets older and sees that she wasn’t even mentioned. I don’t think it’s fair to her. Your mother made it abundantly clear that the deal was off if we so much as mentioned Gabby. Now that we’re almost finished, do you want to tell me why?”

“I suppose I am like Mom in some ways. In other ways, I’m not like her at all. It’s not easy running a farm this size. From the time I learned to walk, I knew the horses always had to come first. Hard work never hurt anyone. Is that what you have trouble with? My daughter is not part of this conversation, so let’s just leave it at that.”

Mitch took off his baseball cap and fiddled with it before he plopped it back on his head. “Okay, we’ll leave it at that. I don’t know if this is the time to tell you or not, but I wanted to ask you out to dinner or just to a movie so many times I lost count. You fix those blue eyes on me and I stop thinking about asking you because those blue eyes tell me ‘don’t cross that line.’ So, I didn’t. Before I pack up to leave, I’d like to know if I had asked, would you have accepted?”

Emmie’s brain whirled and twirled. “Yes. I wondered why you never asked. I almost asked you once, but instead I took Gabby to town and went to lunch and a matinee.”

Mitch jammed his hands into the back pockets of his jeans. “I thought you didn’t like me, that you were just being polite because of your mother. I guess I thought you were just tolerating us, me in particular. So, do you want to go to dinner tonight?”

Emmie smiled. “I’d love to go to dinner with you, Mitch.”

He seemed stunned at her response. “You know what, that’s great. That’s really great. That’s just great. I said that, didn’t I? Is seven too early or too late?”

“Seven is just fine. I’ll see you at seven. I have to get back to the barn.”

The camera he was never without came off his shoulder and into his hands. “Say cheese,” he said, snapping her picture. He already had hundreds of pictures of Emmie, but he could always use one more. She mugged for him before sprinting off to the barn.

He adjusted the focus and zoomed in on her face. She was a pretty girl, but she didn’t have the sparkle her mother had. Nealy Clay Littletree was unlike any woman he’d ever known, and after all this time of popping in and out of her life, he figured he knew her just about as well as anyone could. From the beginning he had pegged her as being a hard nut to crack. It wasn’t that she was uncooperative; she was by nature a very private person.

He had taken every care to find an actress who could portray Nealy properly. Actually, he had two actresses. First, a teenager to portray Nealy as the seventeen-year-old unwed mother who ran away from her Virginia home and her abusive father and literally stumbled onto Blue Diamond Farms and into a fortune. Second, a thirty-plus actress to portray Nealy into her fifties with the help of a makeup artist. Both of them had had to be exceptional horsewomen, which had made finding them more difficult, but ultimately worth the effort.

For the racing scenes, he had used actual footage of Nealy winning the Kentucky Derby, the Preakness, and the Belmont Stakes—footage he hoped would make him a legend in his own time. A filmmaker extraordinaire!

 


 



Emmie spent forty minutes checking on things before she was satisfied she could go up to the house and take a bubble bath. She was aching from head to toe. It seemed of late that either one or the other of her joints acted up, causing her to limp, gasp with sudden pain, or just plain old slow down. Her fingers were puffy, too. One of these days she was going to make an appointment to have a physical, something she’d been putting off way too long. She could take a day or so off now that she had a well-oiled machine going full tilt, sterling workers, and a farm manager named Cordell Lancer, who ran the farm with an iron fist. Because of Cordell, and the new workers she’d hired, she was able to spend more time with Gabby, be involved in community affairs, and have some semblance of a life outside of the horses. She didn’t do half the things her mother had done, and yet the farm ran smoothly.

She hungered for a man to care about and to love. A man who would be good to Gabby. A man who would want to make his home here on the farm. She didn’t think Mitch Cunningham would ever give up the bright lights of Hollywood or the fast-paced life he led, but maybe Mitch would be a stand-in until the real love of her life made an appearance.

She thought about her husband, the man she’d divorced before Gabby was born. Once she’d thought she loved him, and she supposed she had, in a limited kind of way. Buddy was deaf and used sign language the way she had until her speech came back to her. Resentful of his wife’s ability to speak, Buddy moved out of her life and went back to Ohio, where he’d been born. She’d never told him about Gabby. Her reasoning was, if Buddy didn’t love or want her any longer, he certainly wouldn’t want a baby.

Sometimes she had nightmares about Buddy coming back into her life and demanding she turn Gabby over to him. Lately, for some reason, she was having the dreams more and more frequently, a sure sign that she was worried about the reality of it happening at some not-too-distant time. She shivered at the thought.

Emmie gave her head a mental shake to drive away the thought of Buddy Owens. A trip over to the stallion barn to see the two newest colts was in order. She sucked in her breath when she imagined her mother’s reaction when she arrived the following week.

She had purchased two colts born from Shufly, each with a different dam, from Metaxas Parish at the Keeneland sale. She had high hopes they would be Derby material.

She entered the dim barn and made her way to Gadfly’s stall. The moment he saw her he laid back his ears. Taking a deep breath she moved two stalls down to Hifly’s stall. His ears perked at the sight of her. Hifly was small and funny-looking, the horse no one else wanted. When she’d brought him home from the Keeneland sale, Cordell had looked at her, then at Hifly and shook his head. “He’s a runt. There must have been a bad gene pool in that dam. Don’t tell me you’re even considering putting him in training.”

Emmie bit down on her tongue. There was something about Hifly that made her want to defend him. He was a spirited yearling, loving and eager to please. Gadfly, on the other hand, was ornery and always out of sorts. The day she’d brought him home, she told Cordell that she and she alone would be responsible for the colts’ care. Why she’d done that, she didn’t know. What she was trying to prove, she didn’t know. All she knew was that she wanted to do it, had to do it.

Soon she was going to have to make a decision since both colts were a year old and training would have to begin. Even if she made the decision to race them, she had no jockey. She knew she was capable of training both horses but she wasn’t, nor could she ever be, a jockey. At least that’s what her mother told her early on.

Hifly stuck his neck out of his stall to nuzzle her neck, then tried to stick his nose inside the pocket of her shirt for his mint. Mints were her mother’s trick for instant bonding. Such a little thing, yet so effective. She handed it over and tried to give him an apple, which he spit out. She doubled over laughing as she reached for more mints in her pocket. He snorted his approval.

“Guess what! I have a date,” she whispered. As if this horse really cared. Still, he was someone to talk to, someone to share with. The best part was he didn’t answer back.

Tonight was going to be her first date in years. Since Buddy, actually. She felt a little nervous at the prospect, but since she liked Mitch Cunningham maybe the evening would go well.

On the walk up to the house, Emmie childishly crossed her fingers. Inside the kitchen, she almost called out Smitty’s name, the way she had every day since the office manager’s retirement. Smitty had retired along with Dover Wilkie when her mother married Hatch Littletree and moved to Santa Fe. Emmie had a new office manager now named Agnes Beakman. She ran a tight ship and didn’t believe in familiarity, to Emmie’s dismay. She also refused to baby-sit Gabby when she got home from school, which necessitated hiring a live-in nanny for the little girl.

Things at Blue Diamond Farms had changed a lot since her mother moved away.

There was a new housekeeper these days, too, named Gertie Zoloff, but she went home at night, leaving Emmie and Gabby alone with Terry Timmins, the nanny. It was a situation that worked for Emmie but wouldn’t have worked for her mother.

Emmie found herself grimacing as she made her way up to the second floor. Her mother wasn’t going to like all the changes she’d made. She wondered how verbal she would be about her dislikes.

The bathwater steamed upward. Emmie poured her favorite avocado bath salts under the gushing water and inhaled deeply. She tested the water with her big toe and quickly withdrew it. She turned off the hot water and let cold water rush from the tap before she slid down into the silky wetness.

 


 



Mitch Cunningham’s choice of restaurant was twenty-five miles away. The Picador was small and intimate, with the twelve tables spaced far enough apart so conversation stayed private. Emmie loved it immediately.

“One of my crew found it while he was out riding around. Most of the guys eat here every weekend. The food is quite good, and the service is one-on-one,” Mitch said, holding out her chair for her.

“You look so different, Emmie. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in anything but jeans and shirts. You should dress up more often.”

Emmie blinked. She supposed it was a compliment. She smiled. “You look rather nice yourself,” she said, indicating his creased khakis and button-down white shirt. His unruly hair was slicked back, but somehow his curls had worked loose and fallen across his forehead.

“When will you finish and wrap up?” Emmie asked, looking around at the greenery that graced the corners of the restaurant. She wanted to remember everything about this first date with Mitch Cunningham, right down to the draperies on the windows and the paintings on the walls.

Behind her she could hear the clink of silver and crystal. The aroma of fresh coffee wafted her way. She sighed.

“Two more days. I already have miles of tape on the pastures, the paddocks, and the bluegrass, but I want more. It’s that, from every angle, perspective. I’m going to hang around in town till all your family gets here. We’ll do some shooting that day, then I head back to California. The crew will be staying on to film the Kentucky Derby. Since you’re all going to attend, I’d like to get that on film, too.”

“You really like what you do, don’t you?” Emmie asked.

“I do. My uncle gave me his old Brownie Hawkeye along with a load of film when I was eight or so. I had over a hundred pictures of my thumb before I got the hang of it. I really enjoyed it. While my friends were playing football and tennis, I was taking their pictures and selling them to the newspapers. It all just evolved. I would imagine I love my profession the way you love working with the horses. I never realized how big those horses were until I got up close to them. I could never in a million years do what you do.”

Emmie laughed, a light musical sound. “I still take pictures of my thumb when I try to take pictures of Gabby or Cookie, her little dog.” She held out her puffy-looking hand for him to see. When he frowned, she jerked her hand back and put it in her lap. “I couldn’t do what you do, either.”

“Do you know what really stunned me, Emmie?” Mitch said, leaning across the table.

“What?” Emmie smiled at the serious look on his face as she wondered what was coming next.

“Your families are all so rich. I thought you’d all be snobs and act like those throw-your-weight-around rich people. The kind I have to deal with all the time in Hollywood. You’re just normal, everyday, nice people. None of you flaunt your money, you don’t wear designer duds, and you don’t drive fancy cars. All of you are generous to a fault. You’ve all had serious setbacks, and tragic things have happened to your family just the way they happen to other people. I find it remarkable. Why are you looking at me like that, Emmie? Everything I said, I meant as a compliment.”

“Yes, I know. I guess it’s that ‘rich’ part that bothers me. I don’t think about it. I work for my money and I bank it. I live on my salary, and I support Gabby with my own money. I don’t think about . . . all the rest.”

“That’s what makes you all so unique. The rest of your family is the same way. All of you give away more than you keep.”

“Can we talk about something else? How is it you aren’t married? Forty-two-year-old men are usually married,” Emmie said, her face rosy with the question.

“I was married once for about ten minutes. I came close a few other times, but I guess I just didn’t meet the right girl. What about you, or is that part of the don’t ask section that takes in Gabby?”

“I’m divorced. I was married a little longer than ten minutes. We were childhood friends so it was inevitable we marry. We did, for all the wrong reasons. My ex lives in Ohio. I haven’t seen or heard from him in years. I’d like to get married again someday. I found marriage to be very comforting. I’ll bet it’s downright cozy if you’re married to the right person.”

“I think you could be right,” Mitch said, throwing his head back and laughing. Emmie smiled. She was flirting and loving every minute of it. She could hardly wait to share this experience with her mother.
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Hatch Littletree watched his wife when she stepped out of the car at Blue Diamond Farms, a look of pure rapture on her face. She was home, and that said it all. He felt out of control for the first time in their yearlong marriage.

Nealy had agreed to move to Santa Fe so he could be near his legal firm, which also meant she could be near her son Nick. His stomach started to grind in turmoil as he watched her run down to the barn, where Emmie was waiting for her. He watched mother and daughter hug, and even from this distance could see the tears on both their faces.

Had he made a mistake by taking Nealy to Santa Fe? After this reunion visit, he would know for certain. He listened to their excited chatter. He couldn’t remember the last time Nealy had been so animated, so excited. This was her home, and she missed it. Maybe it was time to make some adjustments in their lives.

Hatch walked down to the barn when Nealy motioned to him. “Hurry, Hatch, Emmie wants us to see the two yearlings. Oh, I can’t wait to see those two beauties.”

“They’re in the north paddock, Mom,” Emmie said, as she hugged Hatch. She winced when he squeezed her. “It’s good to see both of you. Come on,” she said, walking away, trying not to limp. Today both her knees and ankles were hurting. She’d put on Ace bandages but they weren’t helping. She didn’t want to think about how many aspirin she’d taken already, and the day was just beginning.

Gadfly and Hifly were grazing on the spring grass when the trio approached. Gadfly raised his head and looked at Emmie.

“Oh, Emmie, he’s a beauty,” Nealy said, admiring the horse’s conformation. She leaned over the board fencing to see him better.

Hatch could see the sparkle and the love in his wife’s eyes and knew the answer to the question he’d asked himself just moments ago. Yes, it had been a mistake moving Nealy to Santa Fe. He’d been selfish trying to keep her to himself. Nealy belonged at Blue Diamond Farms with her horses.

“Where’s Hifly?”

Emmie pointed to the paddock farther down. She watched as her mother frowned. “That’s the horse you think has potential! He looks like a runt! No! How much did you say you paid for him? For God’s sake, Emmie, his legs are too short. He could never run the distance. On top of that, he looks like a plow horse. You actually paid money for this plug!”

Emmie deflated like a pricked balloon. “I disagree. I know he’s small and that his legs are short, but he has heart, Mom. I paid five thousand for him at Keeneland like I told you in my letter. He might not look like Gadfly, but his sire is still Shufly. I’m sorry you don’t like him, but it doesn’t really matter. He’s mine, and I’m training him.”

Nealy looked up to see Hatch flash her a warning look. She backed down immediately. “I’m sorry, Emmie. I guess I didn’t think Shufly could produce anything but large, beautiful offspring. He is small. He’s strange-looking, too. What exactly are you training him to do?”

“Maybe some stakes races. Maybe the Derby. If I could find just the right jockey, I think he could run the Derby. I mean that. Take a good look at him, Mom. He’s an absolute love. He’s gentle, he listens, and he’s a quick learner. Gadfly is none of those things, plus he’s mean as hell. Mean, Mom. Tell me who Hifly reminds you of?”

“John Henry,” Nealy said without thinking. “Everyone remembers John Henry and his rags-to-riches story. He’s a legend.”

“Nobody wanted this guy. It was actually embarrassing. Metaxas wanted to give him to me, but I said no. So I bid five thousand bucks for him, and he’s all mine. I think he knew no one wanted him and was grateful to me for taking him. He’s good as gold. You know, Mom, you aren’t always right. Give me some credit, okay?”

It was Nealy’s turn to deflate. “You’re right, Emmie. I’m sorry. Do what you think is right. I think I might know a jockey for you. He isn’t a jockey yet, but I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if the young man I have in mind is the answer to your prayers. He’ll be here shortly. I’m going to be staying on for a while to train him.”

“You’re staying!” Emmie exclaimed. Her face wore a mixture of expressions Hatch couldn’t define.

The grinding in Hatch’s stomach picked up its tempo.

“Is that going to be a problem, Emmie?” Nealy asked quietly as she correctly interpreted the look on her daughter’s face.

“No. As long as you don’t interfere with the way I do things. I have a system, Mom, and it isn’t like yours. Things aren’t the same around here since you left. Smitty is gone, but her replacement is just as good. We have a new housekeeper, and Gabby has a nanny who lives in. I don’t go to bed at eight o’clock and get up at four like you did. I have reliable, dependable help I can count on. I have a life outside the farm.”

“I see,” Nealy said, actually seeing more than she had bargained for. “No, Emmie, I won’t interfere.” Nealy turned to Hatch, her eyes bright with tears. “I guess it’s true, you can’t go home again no matter how much you love that home,” she whispered so that only her husband could hear the words. Hatch draped his arm around her shoulders in a comforting gesture as they made their way up to the house.

In the kitchen, Nealy looked around. It was different, as was the person standing at the stove. She felt uncertain, unwanted, and out of place when she walked over to the counter where the coffeepot stood. It was empty. She was about to reach up into the cabinet for the coffee can when the housekeeper fixed her with a steely glare. “What is it you want, ma’am, and might I ask who you are, walking into my kitchen?”

Nealy bristled. “I was going to make some coffee. I’m Emmie’s mother and I own this place. This is my husband Hatch, Mrs. Zoloff, and I’m Nealy. We’re going to be staying on for a while.”

“I’ll make you some coffee, ma’am. I don’t like people being in my kitchen when I’m working. You can sit in the dining room, and I’ll fetch the coffee when it’s ready.”

Nealy nodded as she backed out of the kitchen. “I think we’ll wait on the front porch instead.”

On the porch, settled in Maud’s old rocker, Nealy drew her knees up to her chest. “This isn’t going to work, is it, Hatch?” She stared off into the distance, her shoulders shaking.

“I don’t know, Nealy. Things seem to be a bit different. We talked about this when you turned the farm over to Emmie. Are you thinking you made a mistake in coming back here, honey?”

Nealy looked at the wilted geraniums in their white baskets. Most of the leaves were yellow, and even from where she was sitting, she could tell the soil was dry. Smitty had always watered the plants when she forgot. She looked around. The porch was dirty, in need of a good scrubbing. Even the chair she was sitting on was dirty. She fought the urge to cry. “That’s exactly what I’m thinking. Obviously, Emmie isn’t overworked although she looks tired to me. She doesn’t run around the way I remember. The truth is, she trudges. It’s almost like she’s in pain or something. Why didn’t she water these plants? I guess ‘this life’ she has doesn’t include such mundane things as watering plants. The porch needs painting. So do all the windows. It’s only been a year, Hatch. I feel . . . betrayed. Is that the right word?”

“Nealy, maybe the porch, the flowers, the cleaning, and the painting aren’t as important to Emmie as they were to you. Maybe she doesn’t like to sit in the kitchen like you used to do. Don’t expect too much is what I’m saying. You know, Nealy, we could find a place in town to rent if you don’t want to stay here at the farm.”

“Or maybe Emmie could go back to her own house and we’ll stay here,” Nealy snapped irritably. “When I walked away from this farm, everything was in order. There have been rules in place from the days when Maud and Jess ran Blue Diamond Farms. Rules and a system that worked perfectly. The house never needed paint, and the flowers were always watered. Gabby is in school and has a nanny, so she can’t be taking up too much of Emmie’s time.”

“Whoa, honey. Slow down here. You can say whatever you want to me, but you better be careful what you say to Emmie. I sensed a bit of pride in her. She’s running things very well. Perhaps differently than you did, but still running things. I didn’t see one thing amiss down by the barns, and those horses all looked great to me. Face it, honey, you don’t like change.”

Nealy rubbed at her temples. She knew her husband was right. For some reason he was always right. When that happened, it meant she was wrong.

“She’s training the wrong horse. That little pygmy she bought is not racing material,” Nealy said quietly.

“You don’t know that, Nealy. You’re questioning her judgment here. Is that wise? You came on pretty damn strong down there in the paddock. She wilted right in front of our eyes. That wasn’t fair, Nealy.”

“Yes, I do know that, Hatch. I also know Emmie. She’s going to do double time to prove me wrong. She’ll devote every waking hour to working with that horse. She’ll coddle him, sleep in the barn with him, and be there for him twenty-four hours a day. If he has any chance at all, she’ll run him in the Derby when he’s ready.”

The screen door squeaked and then opened. The housekeeper set a tray with two cups of coffee on the table. Nealy thanked her and reached for one of the cups. The coffee was good. She set the cup back down and dropped to her knees. She started to peel off the yellowing leaves on the geraniums.

“And you know this how?” Hatch asked.

“Because it’s what I would do if I were Emmie.” Nealy laughed. “She’s right about him looking like John Henry, too. Now, that was a horse, Hatch. There are so many interesting stories about John Henry. No one wanted him either and he was a gelding. You’ve heard of Bill Shoemaker, the legendary jockey, right?” Hatch nodded. “Bill rode him in the Arlington Million. He was named horse of the year and moved up to the top of the all-time leading money earners’ list with over six and a half million dollars in winnings. He retired the year after tearing the suspensory ligament in his left foreleg. He’s staying at Kentucky Horse Park in Lexington until the end of his days.”

Nealy stared across at the paddocks. “The grand old man, as he was called, retired with thirty-nine victories and twenty-four places and shows in eighty-three starts and was the all-time leading money earner. He was elected into the Racing Hall of Fame in 1990. I don’t know if Emmie’s horse is that good or not. If he’s half the horse John Henry was, she can’t go wrong. She must think he’s pretty good.”

“So there you go,” Hatch said, eyeing her over the rim of his coffee cup. “Anything is possible.”

Nealy grimaced. “Emmie doesn’t have the guts to work at something twenty-four hours a day. She gives up too easily. She knows how to work but she doesn’t know what hard work really is,” Nealy said, sitting back on her haunches. “I’m going to soak these good, and give them a super dose of plant food. I was hoping everything would look nice when the family got here. I’m disappointed Emmie doesn’t have more pride in the farm. I guess I’ll have to clean the porch and the furniture myself.”

Hatch raised his eyes to see Emmie through the screen door. He was about to say something when Emmie put her finger to her lips for him to remain silent. He looked away, wondering how long she’d been standing there and what she’d heard.

“I’ll help you, honey. Let’s call it a togetherness project, or, hell, we can just go out and buy some new plants. These do look pretty bedraggled.”

“Yes, let’s do that, Hatch. Do you have the car keys? On second thought, we should probably take one of the pickup trucks if we’re going to buy a lot of plants.”

“Sounds like a plan to me,” Hatch said, struggling to his feet. “I’ll get the truck. You keep the keys on the visor, right?”

“That’s what I used to do. I don’t know what Emmie does,” Nealy said as she finished the last of her coffee.

Nealy carried the serving tray into the house, holding the screen door ajar with her hip. She loved the sound of the squeaky door when it closed behind her. She was startled to see Emmie in the kitchen. She frowned. The frown deepened when she saw Mitch Cunningham walk into the kitchen as if he’d been doing it forever.

“Hatch and I are going to the nursery for some new plants. The ones on the porch are half-dead, and I don’t think watering can save them. By the way, did you call the painter to do the windows and porch? The paint is peeling. Nice to see you again, Mitch.” She waited for her daughter’s response. When none was forthcoming, Nealy stomped her way out the door, her blood at the boiling point.

While she waited for Hatch, she walked along the side of the house to check on the flower gardens and the morning glories climbing the trellises. All looked bedraggled and sadly in need of water. Weeds were choking out even the hardiest of the flowers.

“Hop in, honey!” Hatch called from the truck. “What’s wrong?”

“Maybe it’s me, Hatch. Do I expect too much? When things needed to be done, if I couldn’t do them myself, I hired someone to do it. All the gardens are going to seed, and it’s just the end of April. Those flower borders and the trellises were my pride and joy. They were the color and sunshine in my life from the day I moved here. In one year, my daughter managed to ruin it all. She said she could handle this. She said she was capable. I believed her. Don’t worry, I didn’t say anything. I bit my tongue. Then that Hollywood guy showed up, just walked into the kitchen like he’d been doing it forever, and he probably has. Emmie had this sappy look on her face. I see what’s going on, and I don’t like it. Say something, Hatch.”

“Not on your life.”

“So you’re saying I’m going off half-cocked here,” Nealy said, using one of Hatch’s favorite expressions for when she did something without thinking it through.

“How hard is it to plant flowers? You and I can do it and have the place all spruced up by the time your family arrives on the weekend. I can scrape the paint on the front porch and paint it myself. You know how you love our together projects,” Hatch said, hoping to drive the angry look off his wife’s face.

“That’s not the point, Hatch. I’m talking about responsibility. I hate to think what I’m going to find when I check out the barns.”

“Fair is fair, Nealy. You had Smitty to run interference for you. She did a lot around here, and so did your housekeeper. Emmie doesn’t have a Smitty. Maybe she’s doing the best she can.”

Nealy’s face set into stubborn lines. “I did it, and I’m a hell of a lot older than she is. Don’t throw Gabby at me either. She’s in school and has a nanny. And another thing, Emmie took over my bedroom knowing I would be coming back and forth. I saw her robe on my bed and it was unmade when I went up to the second floor to use the bathroom. Why isn’t her own room good enough for her? I’m angry, Hatch. I think I have a right to be angry, too.”

“Nealy, you need to calm down and decide how important this is to you.”

“You know what, Hatch? It is important to me. Did you see all that junk piled up out back? We have trash containers. How hard is it to toss something out instead of dumping it on a pile? There’s a soaking-wet crib mattress just lying there with all kinds of rusty junk. That doesn’t look good. It all looks shabby and unkempt, and I will not tolerate it. If I have to boot her ass out again, I will. I mean it.”

Hatch cringed at his wife’s tone. He swerved off the road and pulled into the nursery parking lot and parked alongside a bright red pickup that was being loaded with peat moss.

Hatch turned off the engine and pocketed the key. “Is this your way of telling me you want to stay here?”

“No, Hatch. Not at all. If Emmie can’t do the job, then I have to find someone to take over the farm. If you remember, I had misgivings from the beginning. On the surface, it sounded wonderful and right. Daughter taking over when mother retires, that kind of thing. I don’t know, maybe she doesn’t see things and needs glasses. I don’t want to talk about this anymore. Let’s pick out the plants so I can calm down. My first day home, and it’s all been ruined.”

Hatch picked up on the word: home.

 


 



“How about some coffee, Mitch?”

“Coffee sounds good. I was just getting ready to head back to town. Would you like to take in a movie tonight?”

“Sure. Let’s go out on the porch and drink our coffee. Great day, isn’t it?” Any excuse in the world to sit down. She was one giant ache. She’d just swallowed three aspirin, and they didn’t do a thing for her. She felt like crying. She hoped she could keep up her end of the conversation without gritting her teeth.

“Perfect for filming. I hope it’s this nice when your family gets here, and I sure as hell hope the sun is shining for the Derby. Wow, what happened here?” Mitch asked, pointing to the litter of yellow leaves and broken stems that were all over the porch. “I don’t think I’ll sit down. Doesn’t your housekeeper believe in cleaning the porch?” Mitch asked as he looked down at his khaki pants.

The porch was her mother’s favorite place on the farm. Emmie looked at it now through Mitch’s eyes and then her own. She groaned. “I hardly ever come out here anymore. I just assumed that Gertie took care of it. I see now that it doesn’t pay to assume.” She looked over the railing at the flower beds and winced. No wonder her mother looked like she’d swallowed a sour lemon. The flower borders, the little gardens, and the trellises with the climbing morning glories were her pride and joy. “Damn, I can’t do anything right,” she muttered.

“Listen, Mitch, I’m sorry, but I think I’ll pass on the movie. I need to weed these gardens before my mother gets back. She’s about to pitch a fit. I could see it in her face. She likes things done a certain way, and I think I just screwed up.”

“Don’t you have a gardener or some kid to mow and weed?”

“We did, but he stopped showing up a while ago, and I never replaced him. Time got away from me, I guess. I’m not going to see this in your movie, am I?”

“No. How about dinner tomorrow night?”

“Okay. Seven?”

“Seven it is. I’ll pick you up.”

“No, it’s out of your way to drive all the way back here. I’ll meet you in town. Where do you want to go?”

“How about the rib place. You said you loved spare ribs.”

“You remembered?” Emmie asked in awe as she yanked at a stubborn weed.

“Yes. Okay, I’ll meet you at seven tomorrow evening. I won’t be here tomorrow or the rest of the week. I’ll be back on the weekend, and then it’s off to California. I’m going to miss you, Emmie. I’ll call you, okay?”

“Sure. I’m usually here in the evening. I want to know how the film editing is going. It’s all so interesting.” She turned away so she could bite down on her lip. Her right knee was sending shooting pains up and down her leg.

“Best job in the world. I suppose everyone says that about their job. I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

“Okay,” Emmie said as she scooped out weeds by the handful. She sat back on her heels and looked up at the porch, then down the length of the flower borders. It would take her days to get the gardens back to their original beauty. How could she have been so stupid, so thoughtless? How? She bit down on her lower lip knowing she was going to cry and hating herself for being so wishy-washy. She struggled to blink back her tears. Work through the pain, her mother was fond of saying. Only weak people get sick was another favorite saying. She wanted to scream but knew she couldn’t.

She looked up to see the housekeeper standing on the front porch. “There’s a phone call for you, Miss Emmie. She wouldn’t say who she was, just that it was important she speak with you.”

Emmie bounded up the steps just as the farm’s pickup appeared on the road leading to the back of the house.

Gertie placed the phone between Emmie’s ear and shoulder so she could wash her hands at the sink. “This is Emmie.”

“Emmie, this is Willow. Listen, Emmie, I need to talk to you. It’s really important. You’re the only one I can trust. Is this a good time?”

Emmie was stunned at the words. “Actually, no, it isn’t. My mother just arrived today and . . . she’s going to be coming in any minute now. I can call you back later or you can call me later, after eight or so. Nine would be better. Can you do that?”

“Yes. Yes, I can do that. Emmie, promise me you won’t tell anyone I called. I’ll explain everything when I talk to you. Will you promise?”

“Yes. Call me after nine.”

Emmie stared at the pinging phone in her hand. Willow Bishop Clay. The same Willow who married her half brother Nick and dumped him a few days later. The same Willow who went three rounds with her mother. Why was she calling her after seven long years? She shivered as she allowed her imagination to run wild.

Her thoughts chaotic, Emmie watched as her mother and Hatch started taking plants and paint out of the back of the truck. Even from this distance she could see the grim set of her mother’s jaw and her stiff shoulders. She squared her own shoulders and marched down the steps, each step painful and jarring as she made her way over to the truck. She likened it in her mind to bearding the lion.

“I guess you’re pretty mad, huh, Mom? Look, I’m sorry.”

Nealy reached for another flat. “Sorry isn’t going to cut it. This place looks like some backwoods shanty gone to seed. Yes, I’m mad, so it might be a good idea for you to get your tail out of here until I calm down. When you’re in charge that means you’re in charge. You told me you were up to the job. What the hell happened to our yard boy, Toby?”

“Toby graduated from high school this year. I guess he had a lot of stuff going on at school and just didn’t want to do this anymore. He said he was going to find a replacement at least for the summer, but no one showed up. I let it slide. I’ll call him again.”

“The last thing I said to you before I left was to call Mr. Frances to paint the trim around the windows and the porch. Do you remember?”

“Yes,” Emmie mumbled. “Mr. Frances slid down the ladder on a job and broke his hip. He said he’d get out here when he could. I didn’t want to call anyone else since you said he’d worked for you for years and years. I didn’t want to take the job away from him. I guess that was wrong, too.” She started to walk away, knowing she was going to cry any second. Not so much with frustration with her mother but with the pain that was engulfing her body. She needed more aspirin. How many aspirin could one person take? Would her stomach start to bleed? Maybe she needed to eat something so the aspirin wouldn’t irritate her stomach. What was happening to her?

Her mother was relentless, though. “Just a minute, young lady. Who told you to take over my bedroom? That room is mine, not yours. You have your own room.”

Emmie spun around on her heel and eyeballed her mother. “You know what, Mom, you can take this job, this farm, and you can shove it up your ass. I can’t do anything right. No matter what I do, I can’t please you. Nick was the only one who could please you. Well, guess what, Nick doesn’t want this place or this job. That’s the only reason you gave it to me to run. I must have been really stupid to think I wanted it. You won’t have to throw me out this time, I’ll walk out on my own. I hate it, and I hate you when you do this to me. I’m not you. I’m me. Keep your damn bedroom, keep the whole damn place. Stupid flowers, stupid paint, stupid junk. I knew this was going to happen the minute you said you were coming back here. And, another thing, Mother, I didn’t take over your room. I’ve been having trouble with my back, and your mattress is harder than mine. All my things are still in my room. I never used your bathroom either, if that’s the next question. Yes, I should have bought a new mattress, but I didn’t, so add that to your list, too. I’ll be out of here as soon as Gabby gets home.”

“That won’t be necessary, Emmie. Hatch and I will be staying in town. I apologize. Do what you want. Call me when the family arrives.” Nealy’s throat closed so tight she couldn’t have uttered another word if her life depended on it. She set the flat of flowers down, dusted her hands, and walked toward the rental Hatch had picked up at the airport.

Her hands jammed into her pockets, Emmie watched the Lincoln Town Car until it was out of sight. She had just experienced one of the mystical wonders of the world. Her mother had backed down. She didn’t feel elated at all. In her mother’s eyes she was a failure. Like hell! She struggled to take a deep breath as waves of pain engulfed her.

Emmie stomped her way up the steps and into the kitchen, where she bellowed at the top of her lungs, “Everyone in the kitchen! Now!”

The three office girls, whose names she could never remember, Agnes Beakman, the office manager, and Gertie, the housekeeper, came from all directions. Agnes folded her hands in front of her, her expression saying, “This better be good,” while the three young office girls twitched nervously. Gertie just looked puzzled.

“Ladies, things are going to change around here starting right this minute. For a long time my family had loyal, friendly help here in the house. You ladies are not loyal; nor are you friendly. I’ve decided I don’t much care for your attitudes. If you like working here, and if you like the generous salaries I pay you and want to keep working for me, things have to change. We’re talking about initiative here. Gertie, the front porch is a disgrace. It’s dirty, the flowers are half-dead and haven’t been watered in weeks. Our family is arriving this weekend, and I want this place spruced up. Big-time.”

Emmie fixed her gaze on the three young women. “From now on, you aren’t going to have time to read those trashy magazines I see littered all over the office. You are going to weed the gardens and plant flowers. Starting now! You will continue to do that throughout the summer. It would also be nice to see some of those pretty flowers on the kitchen table once in a while.

“Aggie, I don’t much care for your hostile attitude. Yes, you do a bang-up job, but I have never seen you smile once in the whole year you’ve been here. If this job is a chore or if you hate it, you might want to think about moving on. I don’t like negative people. It tends to rub off on one. You need to pitch in. Office work does not take all day. Since you’re on a salary, you will do as I say. There are four doors in this house, a front door, a back door, and the two side doors. What that means is, it’s my way or the highway, ladies.

“Gertie, from now on I will be hanging out in the kitchen whether you like it or not. I like sitting at the table to eat and drink my coffee when I take a break. I do not, I repeat, I do not like to sit in the dining room. If I feel like making coffee or slopping up the sink as you put it, I will do it. I pay you an outrageous sum of money for the little you do. From now on, I’m taking a page out of my mother’s book. I’ll kick ass and take names later. As I said, there are four doors. What’s it going to be?” Emmie sucked in her breath and waited for a response.

“Tell me what you want me to do,” one of the young girls said. “I know how to plant flowers. I do it at home all the time for my mother. I can show Annie and Donna how to do it. I’m assuming you want us to start with the porch and work our way down to the gardens.”

“Yes,” Emmie said.

The office manager drew herself up to her full height. “Well, I never,” she sputtered, at a loss for words.

“What’s it gonna be, Aggie, the unemployment line or this nice cushy job here at Blue Diamond Farms? You might want to think about your nice 401(K) and that comfortable health insurance plan we have you on. It ceases the minute you walk out the door.”

“I’ll stay. Perhaps it would help both of us if you outlined what it is you expect of me, Miss Coleman. You never did say.”

“That’s true, I didn’t say what you were to do. You said you were an office manager, and Smitty spent two weeks with you. You saw what she did and how she did it. You watched, but you didn’t apply what she taught you. You will pitch in when needed and you will smile and you will treat me with the respect I deserve.”

Aggie smiled. Emmie clapped her hands. “Good, now we’re getting somewhere.

“Gertie?”

“I can’t work in the kitchen with people watching me,” the housekeeper said, wringing her hands in frustration.

Emmie pointed to the kitchen door.

“I can learn, Miss Emmie,” she added hastily.

“Okay, that means we’re all now on the same page. Let’s get to it. I have a phone call to make and then you, Aggie, and I are going to lug all that junk by the back door out to the Dumpster. Feel free to start without me. I don’t suppose any of you knows a good house painter, do you?”

“My dad’s a house painter,” Donna said. “He’s always looking for extra work.”

Emmie pointed to the phone. “Call him and tell him if he wants, he can start right now. I need all this done by the weekend.”

“My brother helps out when Dad gets behind,” Donna said as she dialed her home phone number.

Emmie waited, her face breaking into a smile when the young woman said, “My dad said he can come out at one-thirty and start scraping.”

“That’s great. Okay, disperse and make this place sparkle. Jenny, you’re in charge of the planting. I don’t want to see even one weed.” She would have cheered if she’d been able to work up the energy.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“If you ruin your clothes, I’ll replace them,” Emmie said generously. “From now on, just in case you’re called on for something similar, keep some old clothes here.” Her left hand massaged her aching right hand as she spoke. She almost swooned with the sudden relief she felt.

“Gertie, I’d like a tuna sandwich and some coffee in about thirty minutes. First I have a call to make, and I have to help Aggie. I’ll be sitting right here at this table while you fix it, so get used to it.”

“Yes, Miss Emmie.”

“Gertie, skip the Miss and just call me Emmie.”

Emmie flipped through the back of the phone book until she had the number she wanted. She punched in the numbers and waited. “This is Emmie Coleman at Blue Diamond Farms. I’d like to order a Serta Perfect Sleeper mattress. The orthopedic one. The firmer it is the better. I’d like delivery this afternoon if possible. Between four and five sounds great. Thank you.”

Outside, she bent down to pick up a load of junk to drag to the Dumpster. When had she gotten so sloppy? When she first started to experience the joint pain, that’s when. It was simpler just to toss something than to walk all the way to the Dumpster.

“I was never a sloppy person. I don’t know why I kept tossing junk onto this pile. My mother is right, it looks like a bunch of hillbillies live here. Sometimes I get so caught up in what I’m doing, I forget the things I should be doing. If you see that happening, Aggie, bring me up short.”

“I can do that, I guess,” she said, jerking her head toward the kitchen. “Back there you were trying to tell us we weren’t measuring up to Smitty. I’m sorry about that. I thought you wanted me to be professional. I didn’t know you wanted us to . . .”

“Blend in with us, be a part of the family, is that what you mean? We’re loose around here. There aren’t that many rules. I’m not going to ride your asses. First of all, I shouldn’t have to do that. If you see a problem, work on it. If I see a problem, I’ll ask for your help. I can’t be everywhere, and I can’t do everything myself. I need you, Aggie, and I need the girls, and I need Gertie to make it all work.”

“That’s all you had to say, ma’am. None of us are mind readers. I thought we were doing what you wanted.”

“Stop with the ‘ma’am’ stuff, Aggie. Call me Emmie. I want us to be friends. By the way, I think your blouse is ruined. I’ll be happy to get you a new one. From now on, bring some old clothes and keep them handy.”

“All right, Emmie. That’s the last of it,” Aggie said, throwing a trash bag into the Dumpster. “You might want to rake this ground a little and get all the little pieces of junk cleaned up. I think some bright pink petunias would look real nice here with a little border of sweet williams in white. What do you think?”

“What I think is you are one very smart lady.” Emmie stretched out her hand. Aggie pumped it vigorously. The pain was excruciating. Why didn’t I do this months ago? Emmie wondered.

Always honest with herself, she knew the answer. She’d spent all her spare time daydreaming about Mitch Cunningham. When she wasn’t daydreaming, she had searched for ways to insinuate herself into his company, almost to the exclusion of all else. She’d screwed up big-time in her mother’s eyes. And then there was the pain and the need to hide what she was feeling. Now she had to make it right. Realist that she was, she knew now that Mitch Cunningham viewed her as a friend and probably nothing more. And he was leaving in a few days for California. Long-distance romances never worked according to the slick magazine articles she read from time to time. Tomorrow morning, no matter what, I’m going to go into town to the doctor. If I just show up and they see how miserable I am, maybe they’ll see me on the spot and not make me wait for an appointment.

Emmie walked around to the front of the house, where she picked up a trowel and a small rake along with a flat of petunias. An hour later she was sprinkling the freshly planted flowers and heaving a huge sigh of relief. Relief mostly because the pain in her knees didn’t seem as bad.

Knowing her mother as she did, she knew when she returned to the farm on the weekend, she wouldn’t say a word about the flowers, the fresh paint, or the removal of the junk pile. She probably wouldn’t go upstairs either, just to make her point. “She thinks I’m lazy, that I don’t care. She’s thinking she made a mistake in turning the farm over to me,” she muttered to herself as she made her way to the kitchen where, to Gertie’s dismay, she washed her hands in the kitchen sink. The warm water rushing over her swollen hands felt wonderful. She held her hands under the water until Gertie looked at her pointedly. “I’ve washed my hands here in this sink all my life and I’m not going to stop now, so don’t look at me like that, Gertie. Every damn time I do it, you give me the evil eye. I’m taking charge, and we’re going to do things my way from now on so get used to it. Is my lunch ready?”

“I have it all ready. Would you like a slice of pie?”

“Maybe for dinner. I hope you made enough for everyone. I didn’t know until recently that you haven’t been making lunch for the girls in the office. They work here, so that means they get lunch, too. It’s always been that way. So from now on, you will prepare lunch for anyone working here in the house, including me. You are not overworked, Gertie. You straighten up, dust, vacuum, cook, and that’s it. I do mine and Gabby’s laundry, and I take care of both our rooms. You’re going to have to tape your soap operas and watch them at night when you go home.

“I’m not blaming anyone. I let this whole thing get out of hand. I probably would have done the same thing you and the office staff did if no one was watching me. I’m watching now. I want a day’s work for a day’s pay. That’s the bottom line. Maybe I will have a slice of that pie.”

As she chewed her way through the sandwich Gertie had fixed for her, Emmie’s thoughts went to the phone call from Willow. Just the thought of what she might possibly want made her break out in a cold sweat.

The old Emmie would have called Nick, promise or no promise. But this new Emmie, who had failed so miserably in her mother’s eyes, wasn’t about to break a promise. Her mother had always been big on promises and handshakes. It shows a person’s character, she’d said. And she was right.

It was time to go down to the barn and time to work at what she did best. She hoped and prayed the pain would allow her to do it.

“The pie was really good, Gertie. Next time, put more celery in the tuna. Make pot roast for dinner, please, and potato pancakes.”

“I was going to make pork chops,” Gertie said, her face turning red with the declaration.

“I really don’t like pork chops, Gertie. Gabby has a hard time chewing them. Pot roast will be good. Mashed potatoes, wilted lettuce, and fresh string beans. Fruit cocktail for Gabby. From now on, I’ll tell you in the morning what I want for dinner. That way I won’t have to eat something I don’t like so as not to hurt your feelings. Are we clear on this?”

“Yes, we’re clear on it. You really got your panties in a wad today, didn’t you? Is it always going to be like this when your mother comes to visit?” Gertie said boldly.

“God, I hope not. I think everyone gets the picture now. This is the way it’s going to be from now on. I’d like some flowers here on the table and maybe some in the clay pots under the windowsill. You can water them when you do the ones on the front porch.”

Emmie heard the housekeeper mumbling as she made her way out to the back porch. “Take this trash to the Dumpster, Gertie. Don’t bag it and leave it on the porch anymore. Do it now before you forget!”

“I am my mother’s daughter,” Emmie said over and over as she made her way to the barn. “I don’t know if it’s something to be proud of or not.”

Time will tell, she thought.
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