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  Madison Snow returns to Ocala with her young son to take a job as assistant to the manager of the very private, luxurious BDSM club known as Le Club Laurel Oak–Ocala. Ross Hamilton, successful horse trainer, is in for a big surprise.


  Ross and Madison had broken up almost nine years ago when Ross was still in college and Madison was an exercise rider at Eden Creek Farm, the Hamilton Thoroughbred breeding farm. The whole family gets involved when Robbie Hamilton discovers that Madison’s son, Nickie, looks exactly like a Hamilton.


  Sparks fly when Ross finds out he has an eight-year-old son he knew nothing about! Can they work through the feelings of betrayal they both felt and forge a strong family?
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Prologue


   


  Eighteen-year-old Madison Snow trembled as she knelt beside the thrashing horse on the side of the road.


  Flashfire had pushed past her out of his stall. She hadn’t meant to let him out. It had been an accident. He had slammed her up against the stall door as he bulled past her when she was trying to jockey a wheelbarrow full of pine shavings into his stall. She had thought he was busy eating a pad of hay in his paddock, but he had been more interested in making a daring escape. Once on the loose, he had thundered up the long, winding Eden Creek Farm driveway toward the road at a dead gallop. She had grabbed a lead rope and a container of sweet feed and run after him, but she was no match for his lightning speed. He thundered toward disaster and the dually pickup passing the farm gate that had been left open by a feed delivery truck.


  The pickup driver, who stood shaking next to her on the road, had tried to avoid the horse that had come galloping out of the hidden driveway and crashed into the side of the truck. Madison and the driver could see that the horse was badly injured. The driver used his cell phone to call the police, the nearby equine animal hospital, and the office of Eden Creek Farm as Madison tried to quiet the terrified horse. Help arrived from the farm first. Michael Hamilton and his younger brother, Ross, careened to a stop at the top of the driveway and slammed the doors as they got out of the truck. Mike quickly assessed the situation. Flashfire had two badly broken legs and other assorted injuries. Mike looked at Flashfire, and by the stricken look on his face, Maddie knew that it was hopeless. The horse would have to be put out of his misery.


  “I’m sorry, Ross, but there is nothing that can be done for him. I need to put him down.”


  “Please, Mike. Can’t we wait for the vet? Maybe he can do something,” Ross said with a look of agony on his young, handsome face. Ross was twenty years old and a junior at Florida State University in Tallahassee, majoring in business administration. He was home for the summer and working with his brother on the farm. The tall, lanky young man had a dark summer tan that complemented his wavy black hair and startling electric-blue eyes. The Hamilton brothers had a very strong family resemblance.


  Mike put his arm around Ross’s shoulder and squeezed. “We can wait, Ross, but that means Flashfire will suffer unnecessarily. Look at his legs. There is nothing that can be done. Why don’t you go back to the house and let me take care of this.” Michael Hamilton was the elder brother by eighteen years. Ross had been a surprise, late-life baby for Mike’s parents, and Mike had helped raise him.


  Ross knelt beside the thrashing Thoroughbred whose eyes rolled in pain and fear. He spoke softly, and Flashfire quieted somewhat. “No, I’ll hold him while you do it. I’m not going to leave him alone now. You don’t walk away and leave your best friend alone at a time like this.”


  Maddie knew that Flashfire, a magnificent seventeen-hand dark bay Thoroughbred, was Ross’s baby. He’d been in the foaling stall when he was born and had trained the horse himself. Although Flashfire was a stallion and difficult to handle, he and Ross had a special relationship. They just seemed to be two halves of a whole. One seemed to know what the other was thinking, and when Ross rode him, they were an awe-inspiring sight—totally graceful and in sync. Ross had the long-legged, easy seat of a natural horseman.


  Michael reached into the truck and took out the .45 pistol from the glove compartment, and moving quickly to minimize the suffering of all involved, put the pistol to Flashfire’s forehead and pulled the trigger.


  The gun made a resounding crack, and Maddie shuddered as the horse stopped struggling. She watched as Ross, heartbroken and sobbing, held Flashfire as the light faded from his eyes.


   


  * * * *


   


  Ross settled on the ground, collapsing on Flashfire’s neck as all life faded from the magnificent broken body. Mike put a tarp over Flashfire and then roughly hugged his brother.


  Mike helped a sobbing Madison to her feet and put his arm around her shoulders. “What happened, Maddie?”


  “I was helping Jorge clean stalls, and Flashfire just pushed past me and took off. I couldn’t catch him. The front gate was open, and he ran out into the side of this pickup.” Madison was in the summer between high school and college. She was planning to start college at the University of Florida in Gainesville in a few weeks. She had been working at Eden Creek Farm as an exercise rider breezing the young Thoroughbreds in training on the farm’s training racetrack and occasionally helping to feed or clean stalls. She had started dating Ross Hamilton at the beginning of the summer, and although Madison had been a virgin, their relationship had quickly turned passionate. Madison’s warm, chocolate-brown eyes were awash in tears.


  The driver said, “I’m so sorry, man. I tried to stop, but he came out of nowhere.”


  Mike took out his wallet and handed the driver a card. “Have your insurance company contact me. I’m sorry. Someone apparently left the gate open. It wasn’t your fault.”


  Madison reached for Ross to comfort him, but he brushed her hand aside. “What were you doing in his stall?” he asked angrily. “You know you weren’t supposed to handle a stallion. The only one allowed in Flashfire’s stall besides me or Mike is Jorge.”


  Hurt blossomed in Madison’s eyes as tears continued to streak down her face. “Ross, I’m sorry! I was just trying to help Jorge out today. He hurt his back yesterday. I was done breezing the babies on the track, and I was looking for something to do. I didn’t mean to let him get out.”


  “You had no business being in his stall. This is your fault,” he thundered as he turned his back to her.


   


  * * * *


   


  Maddie was crushed. She knew she shouldn’t have gone into Flashfire’s stall, and she also knew that Ross was never going to forgive her. Madison was crazy about him. Well, who wouldn’t be? He was gorgeous, smart, and a fabulous rider. But at eighteen to his twenty, she sometimes felt he might be a little too mature for her.


  “I’m so sorry.” Maddie bent quickly and clipped a long lock of Flashfire’s black tail hair with the scissors she used to cut hay strings and put it in her pocket. Then she turned away and started walking dejectedly back down the drive to the barn. Her heart was breaking. She knew she couldn’t stand to be there when the man with the big truck and crane came to move the horse from the road. He would be buried in the horse cemetery on the farm. She couldn’t stand to watch that either.


  Maddie didn’t go back to the farm again before school started. She was miserable as she packed up her clothes and household goods for her dorm room. Ross didn’t call her, but she hadn’t expected him to. She knew he was too upset to be reasonable right now, and he needed time to cool off. Maybe at Christmas break…


  Maddie and Ross did not see each other again before the end of summer, and each went off to college. She knew Ross was grieving and would have a hard time forgiving her for her part in the accident. Even though she felt he had been a little unfair, she was having a hard time forgiving herself. The closeness that had existed between Ross and Flashfire was extraordinary, the kind of human-equine relationship that comes along once in a lifetime, if one was lucky—sort of like a one true love.


  Maddie was surprised a month later when she did not get her period. She was usually as regular as a clock. She nervously waited a few more weeks before she purchased a pregnancy test, hoping against hope that she was only late because of the stress of the accident and breaking up with Ross. The test proved to be positive. She was pregnant.


  Madison, after much soul searching, decided to quit college and move to New Jersey to stay with her grandmother and have the baby there. An abortion was out of the question. It was her baby, and she wanted to raise it. Maybe she should have been more careful, but she believed that things happened for a reason. She would embrace the child, Ross’s child, even if she could no longer embrace Ross.


  Her grandmother, Agatha, told her she was welcome to live with her on the condition that she continued her education. Madison had enrolled in Seton Hall University in South Orange, which was a comfortable commute from Agatha’s huge, old, brick Tudor home in Montclair, New Jersey. Agatha was determined that Maddie be well able to earn her own living, be capable of raising her child, and never be in a dependent, helpless position. Madison wore a plain gold wedding band and told her classmates and teachers at the school that her husband was in the army and deployed in Iraq. She was embarrassed to be an unwed mother. That was not the way she had been raised. She had wanted to spare herself the pitying looks. She certainly hadn’t wanted to be in that position in her hometown of Ocala in central Florida.


  
Chapter One


   


  Nine years later


   


  On a beautiful Thursday morning in June, Madison Snow arranged some mementos and pictures of her son on the credenza behind her desk in her new office at Le Club Laurel Oak–Ocala. She was pleased with the office. It was elegant and comfortable without being ostentatious. She was also pleased to have finally started her new job as assistant to Anne Sutton, the manager of Le Club. The salary was extremely good, and the hours were flexible and could be adjusted to accommodate any meetings at school or other activities for her eight-year-old son, Nicholas. It was important to Madison that she have the time to devote to Nickie’s needs as well as the financial means to raise him. She had remained a single mother. Nickie was the light of her life and the most important person in her world. She didn’t want him to have to do without anything, either material or emotional, since he was already having to do without a daddy.


  It had been a long haul. It had taken nearly a year to sell Grammathas’s house in New Jersey, pack up, and make the move back to Florida. She had also had to contend with Nickie finishing his school year. Thankfully, Anne Sutton had been willing to hold the job at the club for her since finding the right person for this job was not easy. The fact that the job involved helping to manage a BDSM sex club on the down-low in her hometown of Ocala, Florida, did not bother her in the least. She also had not minded signing the confidentiality agreement that was part and parcel of the job. She certainly had no intention of telling anyone what her job actually entailed! She also did not have any intention of participating in the sexual activities at the club. She had been thrilled when her old friend from high school, Kelly Anderson, now Kelly Devereau, had contacted her about the job opening at the club. She was extremely well qualified, but she had been having a hard time finding a good position with the flexibility she needed. When her grandmother, Madison’s only family still living in New Jersey, had died, Madison had missed her family in Florida even more, so she had decided to sell Agatha’s house and move back home.


  Le Club Laurel Oak–Ocala, a private BDSM club located at the edge of the historic Ocala residential and business district, catered to an exclusive membership of only ten members. The abandoned and rundown Laurel Oak Estate had been ideal for a club patterned after Le Club Beaudelaire–New Orleans, which had been started by Justin Devereau’s father many years ago in the French Quarter.


  The members had each contributed an initial investment for renovations and startup expenses and paid hefty annual membership fees to cover the substantial operating costs. While some of the club’s employees participated in the BDSM activities, some did not. Nonetheless, all of the employees were extremely loyal and discreet due in part to the confidentiality agreements signed by one and all.


  The acronym “BDSM” stood for Bondage & Discipline, Dominance & Submission, and Sadomasochism. It represented an alternative Lifestyle as varied as the people who practiced it, spanning a wide range of practices from spanking and whipping, to bondage, blindfolding, role-playing, and dominance and submission, all in varying degrees and extremes. The purpose was to increase sexual tension and pleasure for all participants.


  The door to Madison’s office opened, and the wife of one of the members entered with a smile. “Hi! I’m Robbie Hamilton. Welcome to Le Club, Madison! Kelly has been telling us about you for some time, and Anne has been really anxious for you to start.”


  “Thanks. Everyone has been so nice and welcoming. What can I do for you?”


  “I just wanted to drop off a check and get a copy of our bill. I seem to have misplaced it,” Robbie said with a smile. The tall, gorgeous redhead appeared to be in her mid-forties and had green eyes and a warm sprinkling of freckles.


  “Let me get your file, and I’ll make a copy for you. Did you need anything else?” Madison asked as she walked to the bank of file cabinets, pulled the file, and walked to the copy machine.


  Robbie looked around the office. “No, that’s it. It looks like you are settling in.”


  “I’m just putting out a few personal things and pictures of my son,” Madison responded with a smile.


  Robbie looked at the picture frames behind Madison’s desk, and the color drained from her face. Out of the corner of her eye, Maddie saw Robbie walk closer to the credenza and pick up first one picture of the black-haired infant, and then another of the chubby toddler. Finally she picked up a school picture of the eight-year-old Nickie with his wavy, black hair rumpled and electric-blue eyes sparkling. Robbie sat down in the chair next to Madison’s desk, and Maddie could see that she appeared agitated.


  “That’s a handsome boy you have there,” Robbie said softly as Madison turned back to the copy machine.


  “Isn’t he though? He’s a handful and into everything! Since school is out, he’s spending the summer keeping my dad out of trouble. Or maybe my mom is keeping them both out of trouble!”


  Robbie took a deep breath and went on, “What brought you back to Ocala?”


  “Well, after Grammatha died, I didn’t really have any ties to New Jersey, and I wanted Nickie to have a good family life. As a single parent, I think that cousins, aunts and uncles, and grandparents are really a big help in providing a stable environment for a child. I missed my family, and it just seemed like a good time to come home. This job was really the icing on the cake!”


  Robbie looked thoughtful and a little strange. Madison gave an internal shrug. People were always drawn to Nickie. He was an extremely good-looking boy with a gleam in his eyes and mischief in his heart. He was sweet and gentle and loved animals. He’s a really great kid! Deciding to have him was the best thing I ever did!


  
Chapter Two


   


  Robbie sat in her car for several minutes and tried to gather her thoughts and steady her hands. She drove the twenty or so miles back to Eden Creek Farm in a daze. She still couldn’t process the pictures she had seen on Madison Snow’s desk. The likeness was so striking that it just could not be a coincidence. The young boy in the pictures was the spitting image of her own son, Michael, Jr., who was now sixteen. Kelly had told her that she and Madison had been good friends and that Madison had left Ocala unexpectedly about nine years ago. That kid is a Hamilton! But who is his father?


  Robbie parked her Suburban in front of the farm office and walked inside. It was only June, but summer was rearing its hot and muggy head. She took off her sunglasses and looked around for Mike. He wasn’t at the desk in his office, so she took out her cell phone and gave him a buzz.


  “Hey, babe! What’s up?”


  “Where are you? I’m at the office, and I need to talk to you,” she said a bit breathlessly. Her stomach was churning.


  “I’m in the stallion barn. I’ll be there in a few minutes,” he responded. He sounded puzzled at the tone of her voice.


  When Mike walked into the office, he took one look at Robbie’s face and said, “What’s wrong? You don’t look good.” He was tall and well-muscled, but not bulky, with longish, wavy, black hair and the startling blue eyes of a Hamilton.


  “I was downtown, so I stopped at the club to drop off a check and get a copy of the bill I misplaced. I got to meet Madison, Anne’s new assistant.” She continued, “I also got to see the pictures of her son, Nicholas. Mike, he looks exactly, and I mean exactly, like Mickie—not just a strong resemblance. The pictures on her desk could have come from my desk. Is there something I should know?”


  “What! What are you asking? If I’m that kid’s father?” He was clearly astounded. “No, I am certainly not his father!” He slammed his hand on the desk for emphasis or in anger, she wasn’t sure which. “What did you say the name of Anne’s assistant is? And how old is the boy?”


  “Madison Snow. Her son, Nicholas, is about eight. He has raven- black, wavy hair and the Hamilton blue eyes. Truth to tell, he seems to be as much of a devil as Mickie was at that age.”


  Mike stood there quietly for a moment, obviously deep in thought. “Okay, if he’s about eight, he would have been conceived about nine years ago. We had an exercise rider by that name working here the summer before Ross’s junior year at FSU. They were dating that summer. You might not remember because you were busy chasing our kids around. But that was the year Ross’s stallion, Flashfire, was killed up on the road. You will definitely remember that. The girl accidently let Flashfire out of his stall, and Ross blamed her for the accident. They broke up, of course, and then both of them went back to college. I don’t think he ever saw her again.”


  “Of course, I remember Flashfire’s accident. And now that you mention it, I do remember Ross dating someone, but I don’t think I ever met her. Do you think Nicholas is Ross’s son?”


  “That would be the only sensible explanation, your unfounded suspicions aside,” Mike responded bitterly. He was obviously still furious.


  She was going to have to do some major damage control by the expression on his face. “I can see you’re mad, but please understand that turning around and seeing those pictures was a big shock for me,” she said contritely. “I only had that thought for a minute or two. I couldn’t help it! He looked so much like our son.” She hadn’t meant to accuse him of anything, but she could see that her expression had said more than her words. “I was just afraid that my somewhat smug feeling that our marriage is perfect was coming back to bite me in the ass!”


  “I can appreciate that, but your first question should not have been whether I was fooling around with an eighteen-year-old girl! And believe me, that may well come back to bite you in the ass!”


  “Please don’t be mad at me. I’m so sorry. We have bigger problems to deal with than your justifiably hurt feelings. I promise to make it up to you. What do you think we should do?”


  He seemed to think for a moment. “This promises to be a big problem, Robbie. Maybe we should plan to spend the weekend at the club. I can get a look at the pictures and maybe talk to her. I don’t think we should say anything to Ross until we have more information. Unlikely as it seems, there might be another explanation.”


  “All right. Let’s do that. Don’t be mad at me, okay?”


  He just looked at her. She squirmed nervously. “Right now I’m more hurt than mad, but who knows? That may change. I foresee a fanny warming in your future.”


  “I’m sorry, Master,” she replied with a twinkle in her eye.


  
Chapter Three


   


  Late Friday afternoon, the Hamiltons pulled into the parking lot at Le Club. They followed a porter upstairs with their weekend bags. They had reserved their usual favorite suite, the Cape Cod Beach Cottage Suite, which was decorated in beach shabby chic with blue-and-white-striped denim slip-covered furniture, rag rugs, and a huge, comfortable sleigh bed. Robbie and Mike came to the club almost monthly, and this suite always felt like home to them.


  Robbie collapsed on the couch in the living room and said, “Well, what are we going to do?”


  “I think I’ll wander down to the office before Madison leaves for the day and reserve a theme room for tomorrow. That will give me a chance to look around and talk to her.”


  Robbie was a little anxious. She wondered what room he would reserve and if he did indeed plan to paddle her butt. She had to admit that she just might deserve it this time. Oh well, a little fanny smacking is part of the fun!


   


  * * * *


   


  Mike stepped into the management offices on the first floor and saw Madison through the door of her office. She was reading some paperwork and did not look up immediately, giving him the chance to study her unobserved. Maddie still looked the same. She was cute and petite, and she wore her long, dark hair pulled up into a loose bun, not the ponytail Ross used to delight in pulling. She was wearing a pair of gray slacks and a white button-down shirt which was not altogether successful in hiding her very feminine but athletic figure. A navy-blue linen blazer was draped over her desk chair. He saw the pictures of Nicholas over her shoulder and had to admit that Robbie had been correct. That kid is a Hamilton.


  He knew that no matter what explanation Madison might have. Ross was her son’s father. He did not know why she had never come to them for help. They certainly would not have turned her or her child away. If there was anything that was important to the Hamiltons, it was family, and especially children.


   


  * * * *


   


  Madison looked up and smiled. Then she felt the shock of recognition cross her face immediately as she realized that she knew the tall, handsome man in the doorway. He was a little older, of course, but he looked basically the same as he had that summer nine years ago. She remembered that Mike had been kind to her. He had not blamed her for Flashfire’s accident as Ross had. She imagined Ross would look pretty much like Mike now that he was twenty-nine. She had to admit, if only to herself, that she had frequently imagined just how Ross would look—and what he would say if he ever saw Nickie. She wasn’t sure how he would react. He would either be glad to have missed the pregnancy drama, or be mad as hell to have been left out.


  She had been young and inexperienced when she got pregnant. The timing could not have been worse. She knew Ross fully intended to complete his education and assume his responsibilities at Eden Creek Farm. He wanted to go into Thoroughbred training and racing with his brother. She had been too busy the last nine years raising Nickie to enter into any other relationships, so she didn’t have much more experience than she had back then. She just wanted to raise her son, and boyfriends didn’t enter into the picture.


  “Hello, Madison. How are you? Robbie told me we might have some things of importance to discuss.”


  “Hi, Mike. I wasn’t expecting to run into anyone I knew here. So you guys are members?” She had to wonder if Ross came there as well. Now that would be uncomfortable! Ocala was a small town that had grown into a small city in the years since she had lived there. But it was not so small that she had expected to run into the Hamiltons, and certainly not at the club.


  Their membership in the club was a surprise to her. Due to the confidentiality practices of management and the members, the existence of Le Club, never mind the names of the members, was extremely classified information. The club had been operating right in downtown Ocala for almost three and a half years without the governmental authorities or general public knowing exactly what went on there. There was a lot of curiosity about the Laurel Oak Estate, but no concrete information was available to the public. The Hamilton family was definitely upper-crust old Ocala. They were very socially prominent, and their farm had a tremendous reputation. Aside from that, they were known to just be good people.


  “I guess that would be a surprise. I can see the concern on your face, Maddie. No, Ross doesn’t usually come here. He’s been here for dinner a few times, but he’s not a member. I can call him if you have something you want to tell him.”


  “No thanks, not right now,” she said with a tremor in her voice. “I wasn’t even sure if he still lived here or if he was married with his own family.


  “No, he’s not married, and he doesn’t have a family,” Mike responded to her unasked question.


  “I guess you can see for yourself that Nickie is your nephew. There’s no use denying it. It was my choice to have him and my responsibility to raise him. I never intended to call on Ross or your family for help. I have my own family for a support system,” she said somewhat defensively.


  “And what makes you think you couldn’t have love and support from the Hamiltons as well?”


  “Mike, you know how things ended between Ross and me. He blamed me for Flashfire’s accident—not without some good reason—and I felt like he hated me. We were both so young with our educations ahead of us. I didn’t think it was fair to involve Ross under the circumstances. What good would that have been to any of us, including Nickie?”


  “I can see your point, and I appreciate your feelings, but Ross has a right to know he has an eight-year-old son. Do you really think he wouldn’t want to be involved in his son’s life?” Mike walked over to the credenza and picked up one of the pictures of Nickie and examined it closely.


  “I don’t know. I never really considered telling him at all. I’ve been basically on my own for nine years and have managed just fine. I had a lot of help from my Gram. I moved to New Jersey to live with her when I realized I was expecting. She insisted I finish my education and prepare myself to take care of both myself and Nickie. When she passed away, I moved back home. I have my sister and brothers and my parents to rely on. I don’t need anything from anyone else.”


  “What about Nickie? Does he need a father? Have you thought about anybody else but yourself?”


  Madison stood up and crossed her arms over her chest defensively. “That’s a low blow, Mike. Of course I have, especially when Nickie asks me about his father. I really need time to absorb this and to think about what’s best to do for all of us, and that includes Ross.” She had been crazy about the twenty-year-old Ross, but how would she feel about the grown man?


  “Think fast, Maddie. It’s not all about you. I have no intention of keeping this from Ross. We don’t roll that way,” he said with a determined look on his face. “We love and trust each other, and Robbie and I are prepared to love you and Nickie if you’ll let us. We would want you both to be part of our family. You and Ross will have to work out your own problems, but I don’t keep secrets from my brother.”


  “I understand, Mike. Please just give me some time to work this out in my own mind and time to prepare Nickie.”


  “You have until next weekend. I expect to hear from you soon.” He handed her his card. “Call me, or if you would feel more comfortable, you can call Robbie.”


  “Okay, Mike. Just let me think. I really never expected this.”


  
Chapter Four


   


  Back in the suite, Mike told Robbie about his conversation with Madison. His stomach had dropped when he saw the pictures of Nicholas, but he had felt it only fair to give Madison some time to come to terms with the decision she had to make. He knew Ross was going to go ballistic. He didn’t envy the girl having to tell him he was the father of an eight-year-old son. So many precious years had been lost by both father and son. Given the circumstances of their breakup, Mike could understand why she had made the choices she did, but he knew it wouldn’t sit well with Ross. He also knew that, at the time, his brother had blamed Madison for the loss of Flashfire, whether that was a fair judgment or not. The fact that they had never seen each other again to work out their differences would make the coming confrontation even more difficult.


  “I have to admit that those pictures threw me for a loop. You’re right about one thing. Mickie and Nickie couldn’t look more alike if they were brothers instead of cousins.” Mike shook his head regretfully. “Ross has missed a big chunk of his life already, and so have we.”


  “I’m surprised you gave her so much time to make a decision. Can you see why I was so upset? Do you forgive me?” she asked tremulously.


  “I don’t think she will take too long to realize what she has to do. She seems like a reasonable and responsible young woman.” He lowered his voice to the steely Master tone and said, “As to whether I forgive you or not, sub, I think I owe you a punishment, right? In all the excitement downstairs, I forgot to reserve a theme room, so we will just have to attend to this here. Strip and assume the position…you know what position I’m talking about, don’t you?” He glared at her.


  “Yes, Master. I’m sorry, Master. It won’t happen again, Master.”


  “Don’t be impudent, or your butt will be the worse for wear.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Robbie stripped out of her shirt, jeans, and underwear. Technically, it was a violation of house rules that she even wore any underwear. She hoped that infraction went unnoticed. She was in enough trouble already! If a fanny warming would make things right, she was ready to take one for the team. Things had been strained between them since she had returned from the club with her news. The drive from the farm to the club had been tense and mostly silent.


  She quickly scrambled up onto the bench at the foot of the massive sleigh bed and bent over the footboard, bare bottom in the air, and waited for her Master.


  Her anticipation spiraled higher as Mike let her stew for a few minutes while he got something from the cabinet, and she waited for the first smack. She knew it would be a good one, and she tried to prepare herself.


  “Do you know why you’re being punished, sub?”


  “Yes, Master, because I didn’t communicate, and you think I didn’t trust you.”


  “You’re dancing with the devil here, sub. You didn’t trust me. There’s no ‘thinking’ about it.” He growled.


  “Wait a minute! Your brother gets some girl pregnant, she leaves town without telling anyone, and I’m the one in trouble?”


  “Sub…”


  She could tell he was getting angry again, and she backpedaled. “I’m sorry, Master. I didn’t mean it that way.”


  “You certainly did!” he said as his big hand came down on her bare bottom with a resounding smack, and she squealed. It was quickly followed by a second stinging smack. She could feel the handprints on her butt. He stopped, breathing heavily in anger. “I can’t do this when I’m mad at you. This is a punishment, not our usual play, and I don’t want that in our marriage no matter how furious I am.”


  She turned and looked over her shoulder, and she saw the stricken look on his face. She quickly got up and put her arms around him and said, “I’m so sorry, baby. I don’t want us to be mad at each other. Please forgive me for not trusting you, even for a minute or two, and let me make it up to you. Okay?” She hugged him tight. She really hated to see him upset. He was the best husband in the world, and she was ashamed of herself for letting him think, even for a minute, that she didn’t trust him. Their whole relationship, BDSM and otherwise, was based on trust.


  He still looked upset but interested. “What did you have in mind, sub?”


  She pulled him around to the side of the bed and pushed him down. “Let me make you feel good, Master.”


  Robbie opened the buttons of his shirt, displaying his magnificent chest, and then she slid the zipper of his jeans down, freeing his beautiful cock, which was currently rising to the occasion. She ran her hands over his broad chest and down his taut abdomen to the nest of black curls encircling his cock. She grasped the shaft and slowly and softly began to stroke up and down as she settled onto the bed beside him. She traced her tongue up the pulsing vein and over the top of the head, licking and sucking as she went, her eyes locked on his. Then she began to pay serious attention to the task at hand.


  She circled her tongue around the head of his solid erection and took it between her lips, tracing the slit in the glans as a pearly drop of salty pre-cum gathered there in anticipation. She licked it sensuously like a lollipop. She played with his balls in one hand and kept up the slow and easy stroking of his cock with the other. She enjoyed bringing him pleasure this way. It was warm and intimate, and she knew he loved it. She increased the friction and suction on the glans and slowly took his straining cock fully into her mouth. She worked his cock in and out, increasing and decreasing the suction on the head until he looked like he was ready to burst.


  He said, “That’s it, baby. I can’t hold back anymore.” A jet stream of hot semen shot into the back of her throat, and she swallowed it down. She licked his cock and held it in her mouth as he slowly started to soften. She enjoyed this intimate connection. It made her feel safe and secure in his love.


  When his breathing had calmed, she smiled at him seductively and said, “I don’t care what all those other women say. You’re still the sexiest man I know!” She just had to get a little of her own back for those two stinging smacks she could still feel on her bottom.


  He growled low in his throat as he grabbed her in a bear hug and wrestled her beneath him. She laughed breathlessly. His cock came instantly back to attention. “Watch it, wench! You may not be out of trouble yet.” He kissed her deeply as the fire of desire ignited in her belly. He ran his tongue down her throat to her breasts and circled first one nipple and then the other with his raspy tongue. He sucked each nipple hard and then nipped each one in turn. She groaned, the pleasure streaking through her in lightning bolts from her breasts to her slick pussy. They had been married twenty-two years, and she had still never wanted another man. He was like a magnificent black stallion waiting impatiently for the starting gate to open. She spread her legs, and they were off to the races.


  “I want to be buried inside you,” he gasped as he slowly and relentlessly drove into her wanting and needy pussy.


  “I need you, Mike. Don’t ever stop loving me, baby. Nothing is as important to me as you are.”


  “I’m here, baby, and I always will be,” he said in a strained, husky voice as he began to stroke her tight channel. He waited for her pussy to accommodate itself to his thick cock before escalating his pace. She wrapped her legs around his waist, and she rose to meet his every stroke as he pounded into her, fast and hard. She strained higher and higher as he built the fire in her body and her soul. This was her mate, and no little tiffs could be allowed to come between them. Finally, he pushed her both over the erotic edge, and she exploded in an orgasm that rocked through her body as she settled into a sated bliss.


  Robbie snuggled up against his chest and breathed in the comforting scent of him. She knew that everything would be all right. Nothing ever came between them for long. She began to think about dinner in the dining room and what foolishness she could stir up for the remainder of the weekend. She hoped her friends would be there, although she couldn’t discuss Madison and Ross with them yet. That drama would have to play itself out first.


  
Chapter Five


   


  The following morning after a stunning encounter with Mike in the shower and breakfast on the veranda, Robbie went to the pool, and Mike joined Jason Steele and Trent Redding in the gym. As she had hoped, Calleigh and Paula were there sunning in the wicker chaise lounges around the black-bottom swimming pool.


  “Hi, guys! I’m so glad you all are here this weekend. It’s hot as the dickens out here today,” Robbie said.


  “Ha! June in central Florida. What did you expect? Paula and I took a run this morning early, but it was still hot and muggy,” Calleigh replied with a frown. Calleigh Steele, the local architect who had drafted the plans for the renovation of Le Club, was tall with a sumptuous figure, masses of blonde-streaked, dark-honey hair, and sky-blue eyes. Two years ago, she had married Jason Steele, a founding member of the club, a prominent local attorney, and all-around handsome hunk. They had a little daughter named Emily Rose who had turned a year old last month.


  “Yeah, I couldn’t wait to get into the pool. The water is really warm though. I think they should consider floating blocks of ice in the pool to cool it down—like little icebergs,” Paula griped. Paula Greenley, the editor of Ocala Country Life, a local magazine, was small and compact with a mop of glossy, dark curls and hazel eyes. She was known for getting into mischief and relentlessly digging up the scoop. She did not disappoint today. “Have you met Madison Snow, Anne’s new assistant?” Paula had a gleam in her eyes that did not bode well. Just over a year ago, Paula had married Dr. Trent Redding, another founding member of the club, and they had adopted two-year old twins from Ecuador after a lot of intrigue and drama.


  “Yes, she seems lovely,” Robbie replied cautiously. She had been close friends with Calleigh and Paula for a couple of years now and knew the danger signs.


  “Have you seen the pictures on her desk?” Paula asked directly. “Something’s up there. Doesn’t her son look like a splash out of the old Hamilton gene pool?”


  “Paula!” Calleigh gasped.


  “Well, doesn’t he?” Paula returned, unrepentant as usual.


  “Okay, girls. This is not my story to tell, and we’ll just have to wait and see how things shake out. That’s all I can say at the moment.” She turned a baleful eye on Paula and continued, “And don’t think you are going to work your mojo on me and get any more information out of me right now. Michael will have my ass if I talk about this before the parties involved have worked it out. Got it?”


  Paula smiled, and Robbie knew she had just given Paula the confirmation she needed and the impetus to keep on snooping. Paula was persistent when she was on the trail of a juicy piece of gossip. Robbie also knew that Paula was a fierce and loyal friend who could be trusted to keep her mouth shut when the chips were down.


  After a few hours of basking in the hot sun with occasional dips in the tepid pool, the girls went their separate ways to gather their spouses for lunch and the usual afternoon encounters. The couples had all settled into predictable habits at the club where the main emphasis was on sensual pleasure. Although Le Club Laurel Oak–Ocala was a BDSM club, most of the members had moderate tastes and enjoyed a casual dip into the BDSM pool of kinky experiences but did not dive whole heartedly into the more severe practices of extreme whipping and bondage. Nonetheless, a few of the members took full advantage of the facilities, and the sounds of whipping and the moans of the submissives could occasionally be heard from the Playroom. The Playroom was a stand-alone building at the back of the property that looked like a four-car garage which matched the mansion. The raucous calls of the peacocks that strolled the paths of the garden to the delight of all the members also helped to muffle the sounds coming from the Playroom.


  The couples usually settled into their regular suites when they were available or they had thought to make advance reservations. With only ten members, the club could accommodate any of the members’ requirements as well as those from the affiliated clubs in New Orleans and Key West. It was rare for all members to be present at any one time.


  
Chapter Six


   


  Paula and Trent were in their favorite suite, the Sea Island Suite, which had a cool, relaxing mix of coastal-style blues and greens with sunny yellow accents complementing unadorned teak furniture with clean, straight lines. The expanse of the shining bamboo floors was broken up with brightly colored sisal rugs scattered about. The huge teak bed was a pencil-post four-poster floating like an island in the center of the bedroom. It was draped in miles of dreamy, white mosquito netting. Paula just loved the romantic ambiance.


  “Calleigh and I had a good run this morning, but it was really hot and muggy.” She spoke up over the drumming of the shower. “Even though the water was warm, the pool felt delicious. How was your workout?” She lowered her voice as he shut the water off.


  “Good. I haven’t seen Jason and Mike for a few weeks. It’s always good to catch up,” Trent replied as he walked out of the bathroom, looking his wife over with the usual gleam in his eyes. Paula was stretched out on the love seat as she watched Trent with the familiar hunger rising in her blood.


  Paula thought her husband looked like a Nordic god, especially wrapped in a white towel and still damp from the shower. He was extremely handsome, sexy, and charming with melting, chocolate-brown eyes, wavy blond hair, and a long, lanky body rippling with sleek muscles. Yum. I don’t know how I got so lucky. Trent and Jason Steele had been college roommates at Harvard and best friends for years. He was one of the top heart surgeons in the state, if not the entire southeast.


  When the rundown Laurel Oak Estate had come on the market, Jason and Trent had put together a BDSM investment group to buy and renovate the property.


  “Come over here, sub. We have to take advantage of this weekend while my parents have the twins. Who knows! We may not be able to con them into another full weekend any time soon. They might wise up! I think the little darlings have already worn your parents out.”


  “Are you implying that our beautiful twins, the lights in our eyes, the beating hearts in our chests, are anything less than perfectly well behaved and totally wonderful?” Paula quipped with a grin. Maria Christina and Maria Teresa were now three, fully mobile, bilingual, and totally adorable, if somewhat wild. They had certainly made up for their rocky start in life. They had completely changed Trent’s and Paula’s lives. Whether it’s for the better seems open for debate on a daily basis!


  “Actually, that’s exactly what I’m saying.” He laughed. After straightening out the bumps in their somewhat rocky relationship, last year Paula and Trent had gotten married and adopted a set of abandoned conjoined twins that had been separated in a daring and extremely complicated operation in Ecuador. Trent had participated in the very difficult surgery and had fallen in love with the children, who were two years old at the time. After bringing the twins home to Ocala to recuperate, their adoption petition had been challenged, and they might have lost them if not for the unstinting help and support of their friends and families. They never took their good luck or their wonderful little family for granted.


  Trent pulled Paula up and into his arms and kissed her with a gusto that brought her other favorite description of him to mind—Viking! His kiss shivered through her, and juices flooded her pussy. Every fiber of her being responded to his air of power and dominance and his masterful presence. When he lowered his voice to the “Master” tone, she was helpless to resist him. Trent lifted her into his arms as though she weighed nothing and walked over to the bed. He laid her down carefully and started to remove her bathing suit and cover up. He took off her sandals. Before she knew it, she was naked. He quickly dropped his towel and joined her on the bed.


  “What are you going to do, Master? Is it something I will like?”


  “Do I have to remind you yet again, sub, that I am the one in charge?” he responded sternly, although she knew he was grinning on the inside. He landed a sharp smack on her butt. She knew he liked nothing better than the opportunity to assert his dominance with a smack on her butt and the admonition not to “top from the bottom.” It was something she could not help doing, not that she tried too hard to control the tendency. It was just her personality!


  “Oh no, Master. You know I would never do that.” She was laughing to herself, although she did not dare to let him see it. They didn’t live the Lifestyle all the time, but when they were in a “scene,” he was the consummate Dom, confident and demanding, pushing her limits and opening her up to new experiences.


  He came down over her, holding his weight off her chest with his strong arms. He licked his way down her throat to her breasts where he feasted on her aching nipples. The heat of his solid erection was nestled in the vee of her thighs as he rubbed erotically against her sensitive mons. He slipped his hand between them, and his long, talented fingers began to circle the delicate skin of her drenched pussy. She was needy and ready, but she could tell he would not be rushed. He slid two fingers into her tight channel as his thumb stroked over her clit and her blossoming folds. Shockwaves of sensation rocked her, and ecstasy shuddered through her. She tried to suppress her moans of arousal. She knew he would back down the stimulation to prolong her pleasure if he thought she was getting too close. But she was greedy for her first release and didn’t want to wait.


  “No coming until I give you permission, sub,” Trent reminded her.


  “Oh, Master, please…”


  When she was just at the edge and knew she could not wait a moment longer, he said, “Okay, now, sub.” Trent’s wide, demanding cock surged into her tight sheath as she moaned her acceptance. She struggled to breathe as her arousal spun out of control, and pleasure began to pour through her like molten lava. He began to stroke faster and harder as she came apart in his arms, and a dizzying rush of pleasure spiraled through her body. He followed her over the edge as the stunning orgasm ripped through her system. Emotions darkened his eyes as she watched him slowly come back to awareness. His still-pulsing cock was nestled in her warm, wet pussy, and he crushed his mouth to hers in a kiss of fierce possession.


  When her breathing was almost steady and his body sprawled limply over hers, she said, “That was incredible, baby.”


  “It really was, babe. With a little more practice, we might get pretty good at this!”


   


  * * * *


   


  Jason and Calleigh Steele were staying in the Southern Plantation Suite, a corner suite on the second floor. The suite was elegantly decorated in plantation style with heavy, carved mahogany furniture, antique oriental rugs, and original oil paintings.


  “Do you want a glass of wine?” he asked as he turned to the credenza containing the bar in the living room of the suite.


  “No, thank you, babe. Maybe just a glass of ice tea, with lemon please.” Calleigh smiled to herself. She had a surprise for Jason, and she couldn’t wait to tell him.


  “Okay. I think I’ll pour myself a glass. Want to stretch out on the veranda?”


  “That sounds good. If I remember correctly, that’s where I told you I was pregnant the last time,” she said, watching his eyes light up and his one quirky dimple pop. He picked her up and twirled her around and around until she was laughing and dizzy. Emily Rose had just turned one year old last month, and she and Jason had hoped to have another child soon so they would be close in age. Since Calleigh was almost thirty-seven and Jason was going to be thirty-nine, they didn’t want to wait too long to finish their family.


  “When did you find out? You’re getting good at keeping secrets.” Jason raised one slashing, dark eyebrow and looked directly into her sky-blue eyes. He was six two, with dark hair graying at the temples and smoky-gray eyes, a killer body, broad shoulders, muscular arms, and a tight stomach with six pack abs, tapering into long, powerful legs.


  “I thought I might be pregnant about a week ago and got a home test. Dr. Rodriguez’s office confirmed it yesterday,” she said breathlessly, grinning up at him and waiting for him to notice that her pink ombre diamond pavé heart pendant was hanging on the white gold collar in the upside down position mimicking her round bottom. It signified her eagerness to make love. It was their secret signal. Jason had given her the slave collar after that first weekend at Le Club, and it was almost as important to both of them as their wedding rings. It was their first commitment to each other.


  During her first pregnancy, Calleigh had been constantly horny and had to convince Jason that it was perfectly safe to make responsible love. He had been in awe of the whole baby-making procedure. He had finally come up with a routine that made him feel comfortable, much to Calleigh’s relief. She was looking forward to repeating the process—with great regularity. It seemed that she was going to be horny during this pregnancy as well. So far she had experienced very mild and infrequent morning sickness. She had to say that she was really good at being pregnant, and she knew she would make another beautiful baby.


  Jason put her down and slipped his finger under the pink diamond heart. “It seems this little bauble has brought us nothing but good luck. I’ll have to start thinking about your baby gift. I’m going to have to come up with something really good this time around. I used up my other good idea with the diamond bracelet I got you when Emmie was born. Have any suggestions for me?”


  “Nope. Sorry. You’re on your own. Don’t worry about it though. You always come up with wonderful ideas. Why don’t you go see the ladies at Ocala Traditions about my ‘push’ present. That’s one of my favorite stores in town. They have great stuff.” She took his hand and dragged him out onto the veranda. It overlooked the beautiful blooming English gardens, but being nestled in the canopy of the live oak trees dripping Spanish moss, it was very secluded and private.


  She started to unbutton his shirt and slip it off his wide, muscular shoulders while she trailed butterfly kisses down his neck and across his chest. She stopped to run her tongue around his flat male nipples and felt him shudder. She scraped her teeth over his nipple, and she felt him jolt as pleasure surged through him. Before he knew it, she had lowered his zipper and slipped his slacks down, and he was naked. He returned the favor, and soon they were both stretched out on the double hammock. The warm spring breeze rippled over their sleek bodies as he ran his hands down her long, elegant back and over her high round bottom. Calleigh knew he just loved her big bottom. There were a few things she loved about him as well, like his broad chest with dark hair arrowing down the center marking a path to his beautiful erect shaft. That was definitely on the list of top ten favorites!


  Calleigh took his cock in her hands and ran the fingers of one hand around the tip, swirling her thumb across the slit. She felt the little drop of pre-cum gathered in the groove. Smiling seductively up at him, she licked her rough tongue across the glans and probed the tender slit.


  “I couldn’t wait to tell you the news. It’s funny how the word ‘pregnant’ is uttered, and I become insatiable. I think we’re both going to enjoy this pregnancy, too!”


  He groaned and then nipped her chin playfully. “I foresee being worn to a frazzle by your constant demands for sex, sex, sex. That’s all you think about,” he said, grinning like a fool.


  “I know. It’s just a shame. I’m such a slut!” She pulled his head down to hers and kissed him deeply, taking all the sustenance she needed from his passionate response. He drew his tongue down her throat, between her breasts, and kissed down the center of her stomach until he reached her mons.


  “Pretty soon there’s going to be a nice, round baby bump here. You know how I love to rub it.”


  “Don’t remind me. I’ll have to say good-bye to my toes for a while.” She laughed as the five-o’clock shadow that made its appearance every day by noon stimulated her most sensitive parts. Her damp pussy was already vibrating in anticipation of his rough but talented tongue. He spread her legs wider to give him unfettered access to her eager center and began the slow torture. He ran his tongue through her pussy lips and around her pulsing clit. He purposely kept the stimulation of her clit to a minimum, and soon she was pumping her hips and trying to gain that treasured caress. She knew he wanted to make her desperate for his touch, and he was succeeding.


  He continued the slow and easy stimulation until she was urgently trying to entice him to plunge his fingers into her needy pussy. “Please, Jason. Don’t make me beg.”


  “Okay, baby.” He rolled her over, pulled her back into his chest, and pulled her one leg up. Then he slowly entered her from behind. He began the long, slow strokes that were guaranteed to have her straining for his strong, hard possession. The feeling was exquisite, but she craved fast and hard.


  “Harder, Jason, please,” she pleaded. It was amazing. She normally couldn’t get enough of him, but when the baby hormones were raging, she became voracious. She rolled her bottom back against his stomach, aching for release. He continued to stroke her heated center slow and easy. She was falling into a sensual haze. He reached around and stroked his fingers over her folds and flicked her aching clit. Her muscles convulsed around his shaft as she vaulted into an explosive orgasm. He thrust his hips hard and fast as she shattered around him, and he came with a violent climax. His still-hard cock pulsed inside her, and his hot seed bathed her tight channel. She gasped and moaned. Finally her senses returned, and she settled back against his chest like a well-satisfied fertility goddess.


  She grinned up at him. “Welcome to baby number two.”


  
Chapter Seven


   


  Maddie had spent the weekend reliving that glorious summer nine years ago when she had met and fallen head-over-heels for the gorgeous Ross Hamilton. He was an excellent natural horseman, and she had been “horse crazy” all her life. Maddie and Kelly Anderson had been “horse friends” and had boarded their horses at the same barn during high school. They had competed against each other in horse shows for years. Maddie had worked at Eden Creek Farm that summer as an exercise rider, and she and Ross had spent long, warm evenings taking trail rides into the woods and swimming in the secluded pond at the bottom of the valley that formed the boundary between Eden Creek Farm and Bent Tree Ranch. They had enjoyed the usual round of dating activities with friends and generally had a great summer. It had been glorious. Although she had been a virgin when she met Ross, she found herself to be very sexually responsive. The intimacy of making love with Ross had been wonderful, and she had never been afraid or shy with him. He had been a sensitive, generous lover, always seeing to her pleasure before his own.


  She couldn’t tell herself she had been “in love” with him, but she had had a major crush on him, that was for sure. Their relationship had been too new, and she was too inexperienced to be sure of her feelings. She had definitely been in very serious “like” and very passionate “lust.” He was the quintessential tall, dark, and handsome older college man, and she had been extremely flattered that he had liked her. His raven-black hair was a little long, and his electric-blue eyes were riveting.


  She hadn’t been experienced, and she was not sure they had used a condom every time they had made love—which was very frequently as neither could get enough of the other. She did take responsibility for not insisting on a condom every time, although she knew that was not guaranteed to prevent pregnancy. She had been too embarrassed to seek out birth control from one of the local family planning clinics and afraid that her parents would find out. She hadn’t been able to face the walk of shame past the line of sign-carrying anti-abortion protesters usually present outside the clinic near her home. She had to admit that was her failing.


  All in all, although Ross had definitely been partly to blame for not taking better precautions, she felt the ultimate responsibility was hers. She had made the choice to have the baby and raise him herself. She had unfailing support from Grammatha, who had been a child of the sixties and was not judgmental, only practical. Her parents had continued to pay for her education and living expenses while she was still in school and helped out until she got a job that covered her and Nickie’s living expenses. They had been great although she knew she had disappointed them with an unplanned pregnancy. They had loved her and her son without reservation for all those years and continued to do so. She had not needed to ask Ross Hamilton for help. Now she had to wonder how much of that choice was made from hurt feelings and pride, and how much sprang from self-sufficiency.


  When Flashfire had broken out of his stall and raced up the Eden Creek driveway to destruction, he had ended not only his own life but her relationship with Ross as well. While she had come to realize the accident was not all her fault, she felt guilty over her part in it for nine years. She had been heartbroken over the loss of that beautiful though difficult animal, as well as the loss of her relationship with Ross. While any concrete plans for them had been well in the future, she had often wondered, at least in her own mind, whether he might have been “the one.” Girlish dreams! Who knows what the future would have held for us? What she did have from that tragic summer was a wonderful son any mother would be proud of. He was the best!


  After a long, stressful weekend, Madison called the Eden Creek Farm office and spoke to Robbie. “I guess I just have to bite this bullet. If you will have Ross call me, I’ll try to explain this to him. I doubt he’ll understand.”


  “Do you want Mike to have a talk with him first?”


  “Mrs. Hamilton…”


  “Call me Robbie. Your son can call me Aunt Robbie. We don’t stand on formalities in this family, Madison, and you and Nickie are a part of it whether you like it or not.”


  “Okay, Robbie. I was going to say that I don’t know how he will take this. I haven’t seen him in nine years, and I was really just a kid myself at the time. I guess he was, too. If you think it would be better for Mike to speak with him first, that would be okay with me,” she said nervously. “He might know how to break the news better than I would.”


  “I’ll tell Mike you’ve made your decision. I’ll leave it to him to decide when to broach the subject. Try not to worry, Madison. Ross is a fine man. He’s strong and somewhat stubborn but compassionate, and I’m sure you two will be able to work out something acceptable to both of you.”


  Madison was not so sure, but she knew she had to do this. There was no alternative. Hopefully this would work out for the best for Nickie. She had to have faith that all things happened for the best. There was sure to be some rough going first though. She didn’t look forward to having to explain herself to Ross after all these years.


  
Chapter Eight


   


  Ross Hamilton was working with one of the yearling colts in the round pen. It took both skill and patience to teach the young ones manners, to get them to walk quietly on a lead line, lunge on a long line, accept a bridle and bit and, eventually, the weight of a racing saddle on their backs, and finally a rider. Then he had to teach them to break from the starting gate and run on the track. They had to be taught to accept grooming, have their legs picked up and their hooves cleaned out and shod. All that could be taught. The will to win was in the blood and could not be taught. The champions had not only the ability to win but also the desire and the courage.


  It was a long road from birth to the racetrack. Not all of them were destined to be race horses, and fewer still to be winners. But the stock at Eden Creek Farm was exceptional, and breedings with their six standing stallions were extremely sought after and very costly. Stud fees varied from $7,500 to $45,000 for a live foal which stood and nursed. The farm boasted some of the highest money-winning horses in the state, with two studs who had won over $2,000,000 each on the track. Ocala was acknowledged as one of the top horse-breeding areas in the country and gave Lexington, Kentucky, a run for its money.


  Eden Creek Farm had had several Kentucky Derby runners and one notable winner, Courageous. The Kentucky Derby, a mile and a quarter stakes race for three-year olds with a guaranteed purse of $2,000,000, was referred to alternatively as “the greatest two minutes in sports” or “the run for the roses.” Eden Creek’s filly, Capricious, had come in third in the Derby at the beginning of May racing against a field of mostly colts. It had been an exciting weekend for the entire family. They all had travelled to Churchill Downs in Louisville, Kentucky for the festivities and had a great time. The girls had gotten to dress up, wear hats, and drink mint juleps. The guys had been busy with race business, only to be dragged reluctantly to the social events requiring formal evening dress.


  Ross was already grooming their two-year-old colt, Rockstar, for the string of races leading up to next year’s Kentucky Derby. He had great hopes that Rockstar might be one of the rare horses to go the distance and take all three legs of the Triple Crown—The Kentucky Derby in early May, the Preakness in late May, and the Belmont Stakes in early June. It appeared he had the speed, ability, and the heart as well. The flashy dark bay with two white stockings certainly had the conformation and breeding, and was out of Courageous, their previous Derby winner. Despite the early misfortune of losing the sight in his right eye in a pasture accident when he was a yearling, Ross felt he had what it took to be a champion. His feeling was the result of training, experience, and instinct. Rockstar’s blind eye required a lot of maintenance to avoid infections and other problems, but to the casual onlooker, he did not appear to be disfigured. Of course, it was common knowledge in the racing community that Eden Creek Farm was pinning its next Derby hopes on a one-eyed horse. It had taken much patience and training to accustom the powerful animal to the loss of sight on his right side, and handling him could sometimes be a challenge—he could be dangerous and unpredictable. It seemed to Ross that he was always drawn to the difficult stallions.


  Ross and Rockstar’s jockey, Belinda Jones, had been working with him nonstop to get him used to running on the track in the company of other horses that came up on his blind side. It took a tremendous amount of trust in his trainer and jockey to ignore the pounding and noise on his blind side and concentrate on winning. Rockstar had the heart necessary to be a champion, and Ross and Belinda were going to do everything they could to be sure he had the chance. Barring the complications and unforeseen difficulties that made up Thoroughbred racing, it promised to be an exciting year.


  Courageous, despite emergency colic surgery, had died the previous spring, but they had several of his get at the farm, the most promising of which was Rockstar. Everyone on the farm had been heartbroken at the loss of the Kentucky Derby winner. It was a huge emotional and financial loss.


  It is a horseman’s dream to win all three legs of the Triple Crown with one horse in one racing season. It is considered the greatest accomplishment of a Thoroughbred race horse. It is a long shot for any horse to be able to win the Triple Crown in the short time span encompassing all three races, and it is extremely strenuous and taxing for the horse. It takes a terrific equine athlete to go the distance. Rockstar would make racing history if he was able to win the Triple Crown given his handicap. It had only been done eleven times since the inception of the Triple Crown in 1919, and none of those horses had a handicap. There had not been a Triple Crown winner in thirty-three years, since Affirmed won it in 1978. Other notable winners of the United States Triple Crown were Citation in 1948, Secretariat in 1973, and Seattle Slew in 1977. All of the Thoroughbred racing world was waiting to see what this season would bring.


  Ross saw Mike standing against the rails of the round pen watching him work the colt. He knew Mike would not interrupt because Mike knew that he would want to pick the time to end the training session. It was always best to end on a good note. Mike would be patient.


  When Ross was done working the colt on the lunge line, he walked him to the gate and prepared to hand him over to a groom for cooling out, hosing down, and turning back out to pasture.


  “What’s up, big brother?” he asked. Ross had matured and, at twenty-nine, was tall and well muscled with the same long, lanky build as his brother. His worn blue jeans fit him like a glove, and the well-washed, light-blue chambray shirt was damp from the sweat running down his chest.


  “Got a minute? I need to talk to you. Let’s go into the office.”


  Ross was curious. What can’t we talk about out here? “Okay. I could use a cold drink.”


  When they were settled at Mike’s desk with cold bottles of water, Mike said, “I don’t really know how to tell you this, so I’ll just jump in. I’m sure you remember Madison Snow, the girl you dated the summer of 2003 when Flashfire had his accident.”


  “Of course,” Ross interrupted. “How could I forget the worst day of my life?” He ran his hands through his hair, leaving it rumpled, and looked down at his dusty boots as the pain of that day lanced through his chest as though it had happened yesterday.


  “Well, after that summer, you both went back to school, and I guess you never saw her again. What you don’t know is that she left UF after a couple of months and moved up North to live with her grandmother.”


  “Why are you telling me this? I haven’t seen her in what? Nine years?” Ross interrupted impatiently again.


  “Well, if you’d shut up and listen, I’ll tell you!” Mike said with a note of exasperation in his voice.


  It was obvious to Ross that Mike had something important to say. “Okay, okay. Spit it out.”


  “Madison has moved back to Ocala and is working as Anne Sutton’s assistant at Le Club. Robbie saw her last Thursday at the office. Robbie also saw some pictures on her desk that really upset her. Apparently, Madison has an eight-year-old son who looks exactly like Mickie, and by extension, exactly like you and me. Robbie and I went to the club for the weekend so I could speak with her and see the pictures of her son for myself. I wanted to see if there was any other logical explanation before I told you about this. She admitted that her son, Nicholas, is your son as well.”


  “What! No! What the hell are you saying? That I have an eight-year-old son I didn’t know anything about? How can that be? What does she want?” Ross was horrified. How could Maddie have kept something like this from him for nine years?


  “Apparently she doesn’t want anything from any of us. She tells me that she chose to have the baby on her own and moved to New Jersey to live with her grandmother and to continue school up there. When her grandmother died recently and Kelly Devereau told her about the job at the club, she decided to come back to Ocala so she could be near her parents and family. She did not expect to run into any Hamiltons at the club, and she was quite shocked when I walked into her office on Friday afternoon.”


  “I’m stunned. I really can’t process this,” Ross said, shaking his head as if to clear it.


  “Well, I haven’t seen the boy in person, but from the pictures on Maddie’s desk, I wouldn’t doubt for a single minute that the boy is a Hamilton.” Mike shook his head. “I could take the pictures off Robbie’s desk and put them on Maddie’s desk and I would dare you to be able to tell the difference. And let me say that Robbie and I had a few uncomfortable minutes over this. You’ll remember she had her hands full with our two back then, and she doesn’t remember ever meeting Madison. She had no idea that you had dated her.”


  “Sorry about that, Mike.” Ross grinned. He adored his sister-in-law, redheaded temper and all. “Has she settled down yet?”


  “Yeah. Your ass is in the sling now, not mine!” Mike said, laughing.


  Ross became serious again. “What do you think I should I do? Should I go and talk to her? I want to see the kid—Nicholas? I can’t believe this. Talk about a fastball out of left field.” His heart was pounding, and sweat had broken out on his forehead. Ross had been too busy in recent years pursuing his career to get serious about any particular woman, but he had never had a hard time finding female companionship.


  Thinking back, he remembered that he had really liked Madison Snow. After months of grieving for the fabulous horse he had lost, he had admitted to himself that he had been a little hard on her at the time. When he had started to come out of his funk, she was nowhere to be found. He had chalked it up to bad luck and moved on. Apparently so had she, with his bun in the oven. Had he been so unreasonable and unforgiving that she had been afraid to come to him for help when she found out she was pregnant? Or had she just not wanted anything more to do with him? I have some thinking to do, that’s for sure. And I’d better do it fast. An eight-year-old son? He tried to remember what Mickie was like at that age. Actually, he thought, he didn’t have to remember. He could just look at his sixteen-year-old nephew and see the eight-year-old lurking just under the surface. Mickie could still be a handful.


  Oh God! He had a son who was eventually going to be a teenager—in a mere five years! If that wasn’t poetic justice, nothing was. He remembered one notable occasion when he had been thirteen. His dad had died when he was twelve, and Mike, who was thirty-one at the time, had stepped into the role of father figure. Mike had caught him and his two best friends, Pete Johnson and John Steele, in the foaling barn smoking pot Pete had stolen from his older brother’s room. They had just wanted to try it. Mike had whipped their butts then and there, and then after giving them a lecture about A, smoking in the barn at all, and B, smoking dope and killing their brain cells, he had made them clean stalls for the remaining two weeks of summer vacation. As he had told them at the time, “If you’re going to be stupid, you have to be tough!” Those two weeks had seemed like an eternity in Hell. On the last day of summer vacation, Mike had called them into his office. They were all shaking in their boots! He’d told them he was proud of them for taking their punishment like men, following through on the stall cleaning, and doing a good job. Then he had handed each of them a paycheck for the two weeks of stall cleaning at regular stall cleaners’ rates. They had all been thrilled with the windfall. None of them had ever touched the stuff again, not even when they had gone to college. Ross smiled to himself. Pete and John still called Mike “sir.”


  “You could go in and talk to her at the club. She’s there every day. Or possibly you, Robbie, and I can go in and have dinner with her at the club one night this week. That would give you both time to process this and might make your first meeting a little easier. I know it will be uncomfortable for both of you. Think about it, and let me know what you want to do.”


  Ross dropped his head into his hands as the enormity of the situation began to sink in. “Okay. I just can’t believe it. I need time to wrap my mind around this!”


  
Chapter Nine


   


  Ross couldn’t wait until the next weekend to see Madison. He called her at the club office and said, “Madison, this is Ross. I think we need to talk.”


  “I guess we do,” she responded cautiously. “What do you suggest?”


  “Since this is family business, Mike suggested that it might be easier on all of us if we met at the club for dinner and to talk. It’s quiet, private, and neutral territory. How about Wednesday night? Is that convenient for you? You can have your parents or someone else join us if that would make you feel more comfortable. I don’t want you to feel like the Hamiltons are ganging up on you. I’m going to want to see my son soon, but we can talk first and work out the details.” She could hear the anger underlying the reasonable tone of his voice. He was mad, and Madison couldn’t really blame him.


  She had been dreading those words. She had not said anything to Nickie about meeting his father. She wanted to be sure about Ross first, about what he wanted from her and Nickie, and about what kind of man he had turned out to be. She also wanted to be sure that Nickie was properly prepared, if that was possible. This was not going to be easy on any of them.


  “That sounds like a good idea.” She really would not mind having a buffer for this first meeting. “Dinner at the club on Wednesday then. How about 7:30?” She could run home and change. Nickie could have dinner at her parents’ house and spend the night.


  “See you then,” he responded.


   


  * * * *


   


  On Wednesday night, Madison waited in her office to hear from the front desk that the Hamiltons had arrived. She was nervous and totally on edge. She had made up a package of pictures of Nickie from his birth through his birthday in May for Ross, and she included a copy of his birth certificate. If Ross was interested in being a part of Nickie’s life and he was the man she remembered him to be, she wouldn’t keep him out. She realized that Mike and Robbie would want to know their nephew as well. When she was advised they were on site, she met them in the dining room. She had dressed carefully in a black silk suit that was businesslike but conformed to her figure in a flattering, feminine way. She had pulled her long, straight, silky dark hair into a loose knot at the nape of her neck with a few loose tendrils around her face and applied a minimum of makeup. She wanted to look good but not like she was on the make or out to catch Ross’s eye.


  Madison was not surprised when she saw Ross for the first time in nine years. He looked just as he had that long ago summer, but he had filled out and matured. He wasn’t a boy or a guy. He was a very handsome man, confident and self-possessed. There were some character lines around his eyes, and he was tan and fit-looking. He was wearing black dress slacks with an open-collared white shirt and a gray tweed sports jacket that complimented his black hair and emphasized his wide shoulders, narrow waist, and long, long legs. God, he’s still gorgeous.


  Mike leaned down to brush a kiss on Madison’s cheek, and then he said, “Oh Hell!” and grabbed her into a crushing bear hug. “You’re family now, girl.”


  She smiled up at him and then at Robbie and said, “I guess I am.” She turned to Ross and put out her hand to shake when he, too, pulled her into his arms for a hug. She felt a frisson of fear, or was it excitement, course down her spine.


  He whispered in her ear, “You have some ’splaining to do, Lucy!” in his best Ricky Ricardo imitation with just the slightest bit of menace in his voice.


  She smiled tentatively. He had always had a quick sense of humor—she just had not expected to see any of it today.


  Conversation was general and only slightly strained during dinner. Madison gave them the package of pictures and watched as Ross’s eyes filled with tears, and he roughly cleared his throat. Oh God! How am I ever going to explain this?


  When dinner was over, Robbie said, “Why don’t you two take a walk around the grounds and talk this out.”


  Ross got up from the table, and taking Maddie’s arm, he helped her from her seat. They walked out on to the veranda and down the steps to the walkway skirting the pool and the pond at the bottom of the lawn. They walked in uneasy silence until they reached the cast iron bench next to the pond and sat down.


  “Okay, let’s have it. I want to know everything that happened and why you did what you did,” he said. While his tone was not overly harsh or aggressive, she could tell he wasn’t in the mood for a line of bullshit.


  “After the accident, after we had broken up, I was very upset. I felt partly responsible for Flashfire’s death. I didn’t let him out of the stall on purpose, but I admit I should not have gone in there. He was just too much for me to handle, and he knew it.”


  “That’s true. Flash was a brat. Remember how he used to trot up in front of the hot walker arm then put his head up and let it smack him in the back of the neck and stop the walker for himself and all his friends? He burned out more than one motor that way.” Ross laughed and Madison could see it was a good memory. “You know, that’s the first time I’ve been able to remember anything about him and laugh. That’s a really good thing.” Ross put his arm across the back of the bench and played with her hair.


  She was very aware of his arm along the back of the bench and his fingers toying with a lock of her hair. She was more than vaguely aware of that old attraction. She continued nervously, “Anyway, you and I didn’t see each other again, and I left for school. A few weeks later, when I didn’t get my period, I thought it was because of the stress of all that had happened. When I still had not gotten it after a few more weeks, I got a home pregnancy test, and it was positive. I was terrified and didn’t know what to do.”


  “And you never thought to get in touch with me?” He frowned.


  “Come on, Ross! You know how we left things. I considered calling you, but I knew that you had not forgiven me, that you hated me. What good would that have been to you, me, or the baby? I thought about it and decided that an abortion was out of the question. I also did not want to be an unwed mother here in Ocala. My family is all here. I went to school here. It would have just been too humiliating. So I decided to quit school and move to New Jersey to live with my grandmother and have the baby there. She was willing to let me live with her on the condition that I continued school. I got my bachelor’s degree at Seton Hall. In the meantime, Nickie was born. I told my classmates and teachers that my husband was deployed in Iraq, and I wore a wedding band. It was just easier that way. When Grammatha died, I came back home. I missed everyone here, and Nickie needed a family.”


  “Grammatha?” Ross raised his eyebrow.


  “I know…but she loved that name.” Maddie laughed softly. “Nickie couldn’t say Grandma Agatha, so it became Grammatha.”


  “Did you ever think that maybe we might want to be part of his family?”


  “To be truthful, I didn’t. I didn’t know if you still lived here or if you were married with a family of your own. Nickie and I were doing fine. Gram left me well provided for. I have a good job. I own my cottage on Fifth Street in the District just down the street from my parents’ house, free and clear, and there’s a nice trust fund for Nickie’s college expenses. I have all the financial help and emotional support I might need from my family. I had no intention of coming to you or your family for anything. Nickie is a great kid and the love of my life. I don’t need anything else from anyone,” she said proudly, unwilling to let any of her insecurities show. She realized in retrospect that it might have sounded a little smug or even callous.


  “Well then, thank you for allowing me to make a biological contribution,” he said angrily. He was clearly furious. “There are no exceptions to the rule, Maddie, and the rule is if you get pregnant, you tell the father of your child.”


  “And what would you have done? Quit school? Gotten married? I didn’t think it was fair to ask that of you, to saddle either of us with an unwanted marriage. Neither of us was ready for that.” Truthfully, she had not been ready to be a mother at eighteen, but she had coped and done what she had to do.


  “You didn’t follow the rule, Maddie, and it cost me the first eight years of my son’s life. How can you make that up? How can you give that back to me? Do you think my family would not have stood by us? We would have had all the help we needed from them as well.”


  “Ross, I was eighteen. I did the best I could under the circumstances, and I think that I did pretty damn well! Our son is happy, healthy, well adjusted, and smart as a whip, not to mention an occasional pain in the butt! I’m sorry you missed out on a lot of that, but if you want to be involved in his life now, I’m willing to let you take part. I haven’t told him anything about this yet. I didn’t want him to be disappointed if it didn’t work out.”


  “Damn straight I want to be a part of his life. You’re willing? That’s really big of you, Maddie. Don’t think you can keep me out of his life.”


  “Ross, please. This does not have to get adversarial. We can work it out so that we are all satisfied. I want the best for Nickie, and I want him to have a father.”


  “Have you ever married or anything? What about boyfriends?”


  “No. I have not had time for that. With school, work, and Nickie, I didn’t have the time or energy to devote to relationships. I was not into clubbing or dating. My pregnancy put an end to my carefree girlhood. I had a child to think about.”


  While they had been talking, Ross had been looking through the pictures of his son. At the bottom of the pile, he came to the birth certificate. He opened it and read it. “You listed me as his father? And gave him the middle name Ross?” He looked amazed.


  “Of course I did. You are his father, and I wanted him to have at least a part of your name. You see, Ross, I wasn’t mad at you, and I didn’t hate you.”


  Madison watched as Ross relaxed a little and made an effort to adjust his attitude and dial down his threatening body language. He took her hand in his big tan one and said, “Maddie, we’ll work this out. We’re adults, and we both want the best for Nickie. I want to see my son. Why don’t you bring him out to the farm on Saturday? Will that give you enough time to talk to him about me? We’ll have lunch with my mom, Mike, Robbie, and their kids, and Nickie can meet the rest of his family.”


  Madison looked at him with trepidation. Now she had to explain this to Nickie, and she did not have a clue how she was going to go about it. “Okay. We’ll be there about 11:00 if that’s all right.”


  “That’s fine. In two and a half days I get to meet the son I never knew I had. This is a little scary for me, too, you know.” He was obviously trying to keep a lid on his temper and a reasonable tone to his voice, despite the anger she could see was welling up inside him.


  She smiled at him and said, “Yes, it’s very scary.”


  
Chapter Ten


   


  Ross had a lot of thinking to do, and he had a hard time getting to sleep that night. He was anxious to meet his son for the first time but nervous about it as well. The birth certificate said, “Nicholas Ross Snow.” It should be Nicholas Ross Hamilton. How could he explain to an eight-year-old that he was his father and that, through no fault of his own, he had missed the first eight years of his life—all without appearing to blame his mother? He had missed four a.m. feedings, dirty diapers, bath time, story time, Christmas mornings, building blocks, pre-school and kindergarten graduation, the first day of big-boy school, and Cub Scout campouts. Would Nickie be resentful, angry, hurt? Ross didn’t know. He didn’t have a lot of experience with kids except his niece and nephew, but he had not been responsible for them. He knew horses—kids not so much!


  He did know that he wanted this child with an intensity that made him feel hollow inside with a hard pain in his gut. He had not felt this much emotion since Flashfire had died in his arms. Once again, he felt the need to mourn all he had missed. He hadn’t realized he could feel anything this deeply again. Maybe that was a good thing. Maybe he could finally let go of that hurt, really forgive Maddie, and move past it all. He realized that would be the only way he could make this work.


  And what about Maddie? She was a beautiful woman, no longer the promising girl she had been at eighteen, and she was the mother of his child. That was a stunning thought. He remembered the fun they had that summer—inner tube rides down the Crystal River, the evening trail rides, the nighttime swims in the pond, making love on a blanket under the live oak trees, and watching the incredible array of stars in the Milky Way. Apparently he hadn’t been as conscientious about condoms as he had thought.


  All in all, it had been a fabulous summer until the accident that had killed Flashfire, the dream horse he had trained himself. Ross was especially proud that they had bred a champion open jumper to an Eden Creek brood mare, Flashy Girl. The resulting foal, Flashfire, had been a fantastic open jumper, and Ross had a great time showing him at the annual HITS Horse Show. They had cleaned up against the top horses that came in from all over the country for the three-month show every winter. Nobody could beat his time on the course. Ross had virtually paid his college tuition with jumping purses.


  Flash was fearless, tireless, and fast as lightning over the six-foot and better jumps. He sailed over the water hazard like it wasn’t there, took the triple oxers like a champ, changed leads over the jumps, and turned on a dime. He rarely clipped a rail and all his rounds were clean. But even more important than all of that was the fact that they were totally in sync. They were a team and each trusted the other implicitly. When his best friend had died in his arms, a part of him had died as well. After the accident, Ross lost interest in show jumping and turned his attention to finishing his education so he could come home and begin his racing career with his brother. Eden Creek became the focus of all his ambition.


  Now he had a son to think about. He prayed he could make it all work.


  
Chapter Eleven


   


  Thursday morning, after a really restless night, Madison called Anne at the club and told her she would be in late. After breakfast she told Nickie that they were going to have a family meeting and that she had something important to talk to him about. While he was every bit an eight-year-old boy, he often displayed flashes of maturity beyond his years.


  He watched her carefully as she poured herself another cup of coffee and another glass of orange juice for him.


  “Honey, I had a big surprise at work the other day. I ran into some people I knew a long time ago, before you were born. They were your Aunt Robbie and Uncle Mike. I also saw your daddy. I did not know he still lived here.”


  “My dad? I didn’t know I had a dad,” he said in surprise. Maddie’s heart broke at the hopeful light in his eyes. Maybe she had more to answer for than she had imagined. She had tried to answer his occasional questions about why he didn’t have a father like his friends at school in a way that would not upset him, but that was basically honest. Maybe she had not succeeded as well as she had thought.


  “Well, Nickie, everyone has a dad. Sometimes though, mommies and daddies don’t live together. If that’s the case, most of the time, children live with their mommies. But now, your daddy and his family want very much to meet you and get to know you.”


  “How come they never wanted to know me before?” He looked puzzled.


  “When I found out I was lucky enough to be having a baby, and I was going to be your mommy, I was so excited that I went to live with Grammatha in New Jersey, and I forgot to tell your daddy about it.” Madison had to admit that this sounded really thin to her ears. What was Nickie going to think?


  “You forgot?” He looked doubtful.


  She pushed on. “Yes. I’m sorry that I did. So now, your daddy and your other family want very much to meet you. They asked us to come and visit them on Saturday. What do you think? Would you like that?”


  “Yeah! Where do they live?” Nickie was starting to look excited.


  “They live on a farm here in Ocala. You will like it. It’s very nice. They have a lot of horses and other animals.” The mention of animals was guaranteed to catch his interest. Nickie loved all animals but especially horses. He was fascinated by them. She had always wondered if that equine fascination was carried in the genes, just like his black hair and blue eyes.


  Nickie’s expression turned to doubt, and he looked worried. “Do you think they will like me?”


  “Of course they’ll like you! They are going to love you as much as I do, and Mom Mom and Pop Pop do! And your aunt and uncles and cousins. They all love you heaps. Remember, you didn’t know them very well until we moved back to Ocala. That all worked out great, right? Don’t worry about it. We’ll drive out to Eden Creek on Saturday morning, and you’ll see. Everything will be fine.”


  He still looked concerned, but he smiled at her. Kids are so resilient! Thank goodness for that. She was beginning to feel hopeful about this herself. She wanted Nickie to have a dad just like other kids. She hadn’t kept him a secret from Ross to be selfish. At eighteen, and given the circumstances, she really hadn’t thought she had a choice other than the one she had made—to have her child, love him as much as she could, and raise him the best way that she could.


  During the rest of the week, Madison made an effort to share some of her memories of Ross with Nickie, to let him begin to know the man who was his father but also a complete stranger. She answered his million questions as best she could. She showed him some pictures of herself and Ross from that summer nine years ago. She wanted to take as much of the trauma out of the meeting on Saturday as possible. She prayed it would go well for all of their sakes, but especially for the little boy who hadn’t known he had a dad.


  
Chapter Twelve


   


  On Saturday morning, Maddie woke up with butterflies in her stomach. It was going to be a really big day. She made Nickie’s favorite chocolate chip pancake breakfast, which they ate on the bright and cheerful sunporch of her small but comfortable stone cottage. She had bought the house with part of her inheritance from Grammatha, and she loved it. It was in remarkable condition for a house that was over a hundred years old. It still had the original Dade County wide-plank pine floors, woodwork, windows, and rippled window glass that sparkled with the sunbeams shining through the trees in her large, sun-dappled yard.


  She had Nickie dressed and ready to leave by ten thirty. She had debated on how to dress him and herself. Finally, she determined that they would go casual and be themselves. After all, they were just visiting family at the farm. She put him in a pair of blue jeans and a red T-shirt with his favorite Angry Bird, the Mighty Eagle, on the front—not his newest and not his oldest. She wore a snug pair of boot-cut jeans, a yellow button-down collar cotton shirt, tucked in with a rhinestone buckled belt, and an old pair of cowboy boots. She brushed his hair and parted it neatly on the side, knowing it wouldn’t stay that way for long. If anything, his hair was a little curlier than his dad’s and usually went its own way. She pulled her own hair up into a ponytail and let it go at that. She brushed on a little blusher and some pink lipstick, and she was ready to go. She probably didn’t look much different or much older than she had the last time she had been at Eden Creek Farm.


  As they drove up Highway 27 and turned onto Highway 326, Nickie asked a million questions. Finally she said, “Nickie, we’ll be there in a few minutes, and all your questions will be answered then! I haven’t been to the farm since before you were born, and I have no way of knowing how many horses live there now.”


  “But, Mom…” As he started to whine, she turned into the driveway of the farm, and the electronic gate opened in front of her car.


  “We are here. Settle down.” She tried to tell herself to settle down as well, but it was almost impossible to calm her jumping nerves. As Madison pulled her SUV to a stop in front of Mike and Robbie’s wonderful old farmhouse, she took a deep breath, counted to ten and began to open the door. Nickie, of course, was already bouncing out of the car.


   


  * * * *


   


  Ross walked over to open her door and help her out. He brushed a kiss on her cheek and said, “Hi. How are you? Are you as nervous as I am?” As if meeting his son wasn’t enough, he had to deal with his undeniable attraction to Maddie. But his eyes were only on his son. His heart was beating a mile a minute, and his palms were damp.


  She replied, “Yes. I’m a train wreck. Nickie, come here please.” When he came to her side, she knelt down next to him, put her arms around him, and gave him a quick hug. Then she stood. “Nickie, this is your dad.”


  Ross’s heart was pounding as he squatted down to be at eye level with Nickie and said, “Hi, son. Since your mom told me about you, I’ve been really anxious to meet you.” He was amazed. Although he had seen the pictures of Nickie, and intellectually had known what to expect, the reality almost knocked the breath out of his chest. There could be no doubt that this was his son. He looked exactly like Mickie had looked at that age and like the pictures of himself that his mother had shown him during the past week.


  Nickie looked him directly in the eye and put his hand out to shake. “Hello. I’m Nicholas Ross Snow. What’s your name?”


  Ross was stunned. For a minute he was speechless. “My name is Ross Matthew Hamilton, but you can call me Dad or Daddy,” and he shook his son’s hand. This was surreal. Nickie seemed so mature for his age. He glanced at Maddie to see what her reaction was, and he found that she was smiling.


  “Thank you for using good manners, Nickie,” Maddie said quietly. She looked around and saw that Robbie, Mike, two teenagers, and an older woman were waiting on the porch. They apparently wanted to give Ross a few minutes alone with his son before coming down to meet them.


  “Mom said you have lots of horses. I love horses.”


  Maddie laughed. “That’s certainly true. He was able to name all the breeds in the horse book he got for his third Christmas, all before he could read their names.”


  Ross grinned. “We have lots of horses. Mostly we have Thoroughbreds. But we also have some other horses for riding. Would you like to ride a pony? Jacqui’s Shetland pony, Meatball, has been basically retired since she outgrew him, and I am sure he would love to have a little kid of his own to play with again.”


  “Really? His name is Meatball? That’s a silly name.”


  “Well, his name is really Spaghetti and Meatballs, which I think is even sillier.” Ross smiled down at his son. This little acorn had definitely not fallen far from the tree. Why don’t we meet the rest of your family, and after lunch we can go out to the barn and meet Meatball.” Ross put his hand out to Nickie and waited hopefully. The boy took his hand trustingly, and the three of them walked up to the porch where the rest of the Hamiltons waited patiently.


  “Nickie, I would like you to meet your Aunt Robbie and Uncle Mike, and their two kids, Mickie and Jacqui, and your grandmother, Barbara. The other kids call her Grammy, so you should call her Grammy, too,” Ross said proudly, smiling at his mother who had the suspicious gleam of tears in her eyes. Ross knew that although she had not said much, his mother was hurt and angry that she had missed eight years of her grandson’s life. He hoped that things would go smoothly and that everyone would get past their initial feelings of betrayal.


  Nickie politely greeted everyone, and Ross could see that Madison was so proud of him she might burst. Well, he had to give credit where credit was due. No one could say she hadn’t raised a polite young gentleman. But he had to laugh to himself. Knowing the gene pool from which he had sprung, that was not destined to last. Hamilton boys were hell on wheels, and that was a fact. He knew the scamps he and Mickie had been at that age! Ross looked forward to every minute of the adventure. It was bound to be a wild ride.


  Lunch in the main house was fun with everyone talking at once. Madison appeared to feel right at home although Ross could tell there was a slight chill from his mother. Nickie talked with his cousins and everyone at the table as though he had known them for years, regaling them with tales of his Transformers, Pokemon cards, and Angry Birds. Ross thought that kids were just amazing. He was sure there would be some repercussions and some problems in the future, but right now, things were going just great.


   


  * * * *


   


  After lunch, Grammy Barb took Nickie’s hand and coaxed him out on to the enormous front porch, which boasted a half dozen wicker rocking chairs. “I have some pictures of your dad when he was your age to show you. I won’t keep you long because I know you would like to be riding Meatball right now.”


  Nickie was polite, but she was right. He couldn’t wait to ride Meatball. When he saw the pictures, he looked confused. “But those are pictures of me,” he said and looked up at his mother for confirmation. Before today, he had never seen people who looked just like him, never mind so many of them. His cousins, his uncle, and his dad all looked exactly like he did. He was amazed. His unusual coloring had always set him apart in school.


  “No, dear, that’s your dad. Believe me, I was there!” Grammy laughed delightedly. “For every wonderful minute of it,” she said, mostly to herself. Nickie was a little apprehensive. He was an intuitive child and felt the tightly leashed anger at Madison that was vibrating from Grammy Barb.


  “Really? He looks just like me!” Nickie didn’t know exactly what to think about all of this. He was going to have a million questions for his mother on the way home in the car.


  Ross joined them on the porch. “Come on, buddy! Let’s go meet Meatball. Maddie, do you want to ride, too? We can all take a little trail ride if you like.”


  “Come on, Mom. That would be fun!”


   


  * * * *


   


  Once they had walked down to the barn where the riding stock was stabled, Maddie realized that she had not forgotten one single detail of the farm. It was all etched in her memory, and despite the inevitable changes wrought by the passage of nine years, she felt as though she had been there last week.


  Ross took Nickie to meet Meatball. He gave the boy a pocketful of sugar cubes with which to make friends with the pony. Nickie was thrilled! He had been nagging for a pony of his own since he could say “pony.” Under the circumstances, Maddie had not had the extra funds to afford a horse, but she had taken Nickie for pony rides in the park.


  Meatball had a thick coat of silver dappled gray with a long, dark, salt-and-pepper-gray mane and tail. He was sturdy and round with an intelligent face and small, alert ears. She bet he had been adorable with a younger Jacqui in the show ring. Nickie fearlessly approached the pony and was about to give him sugar cubes when Ross stepped in.


  “Safety first, Nickie. Always keep your hand flat and your fingers down when you give a horse a treat. They wouldn’t mean to hurt you, but if your fingers get in the way of the treats, you could get bitten.” Ross showed Nickie how to give a treat, and Meatball obliged by instantly gobbling it up and rubbing his whiskered nose on Nickie’s hand as he looked for more. Nickie giggled delightedly. Maddie could see this was going to be a match made in Heaven.


  Ross instructed a groom to saddle horses for himself and Maddie. He then pulled the pony from his stall so he and Nickie could groom and saddle him. He showed Nickie how to brush the pony and pick his hooves. Then Ross put a colorful Indian blanket on the pony’s back and topped it off with a child’s saddle, which he cinched tight with a woven cotton girth strap. He then put the bridle and reins on him. Nickie was all eyes, absorbing every detail of the procedure.


  “We have to wait a few minutes for him to let out his breath, and then I can tighten the girth. Ponies like to blow themselves up like balloons so the girth will be loose. They’re tricky that way.”


  Nickie seemed to think that was hilarious. He was having a wonderful time, and Madison was really glad they had come.


  When the pony was saddled and ready, Ross showed Nickie how to mount, hold the reins, put his feet in the stirrups, and settle his butt in the saddle. He put a lead line on the pony’s bit and mounted his horse. Maddie mounted her horse as well. She had not been in the saddle in nine years, but she had never forgotten the feeling of having a horse under her. She had been a really good scratch rider, able to breeze the young Thoroughbred race horses on the training track. She was too big to be a jockey, but her size and weight were good in a training situation. She had loved the speed. She was in Heaven as well.


  Ross kept the pony on the lead line and led them out on to the bridle path that she knew went to the pond in the valley where they had spent so much time nine years ago. She wasn’t sure she was ready for this particular trip, but she wasn’t about to ruin it for Nickie. As they passed the horse cemetery where all of the stock that had died at Eden Creek Farm was buried, they both looked toward the graceful statue of a rampant stallion.


  “I used some of my jump purses to put up a memorial for him. It just seemed like the right thing to do,” Ross said as they rode past. Maddie was touched by his gesture, but it just underlined the deep loss and pain he had felt nine years ago and apparently still felt.


  When they arrived at the pond, they dismounted, and Ross ground tied both their mounts and loosened all the girths. Then he showed Nickie how to hold on to the lead line and let his pony graze in the deep, green grass. Ross threw a blanket on the ground and invited Maddie to make herself comfortable. Her survival instincts were on full alert. If she remembered correctly, and she was sure she did—this was probably where she had gotten pregnant in the first place!


   


  * * * *


   


  “There are a lot of memories here,” Ross said, looking at her with a smile, mildly surprised at the feelings that were stirring within him.


  “That’s for sure. I never thought I would be here again, never mind with you and our son. Life is strange isn’t it? You never know where the path will take you.”


  “I’m glad yours brought you back to me—with my son.” He took her hand in his and squeezed it. “You know, when I came home for Christmas that year, I looked for you. I wanted to apologize for being so hard on you after the accident, but you were nowhere to be found. None of our mutual friends knew where you had gone. I just thought it wasn’t meant to be.”


  “I was in New Jersey with Grammatha and was about four months pregnant.”


  “I’m sorry about all that happened. I realized the accident was not all your fault. It was partly that Flash was a handful and partly bad luck that the feed guy had left the gate open. Only an idiot leaves a farm gate open. I know that Mike rearranged his face for him. I was too upset to be involved in that at the time, but I know what went on then. I’m pretty sure that after the accident, he was no longer driving a feed truck.”


  “Not surprising. If he was too lazy to get off his butt and close the gate here, he did it at other farms as well.”


  “About the pregnancy, I’m sorry I let you down on the birth control front. I really thought I was pretty careful. Of course, pretty careful is not careful enough. Did you really never consider terminating the pregnancy? Or calling me?”


  “I thought about it, but I realized I could never do that. I didn’t want to be pregnant, especially under those circumstances, but I always wanted our baby. I was lucky to have a supportive family. Grammatha was fabulous, and my parents, although they were disappointed in the circumstances, never let us down either.”


   


  * * * *


   


  When Madison thought about that time she remembered the terror she had felt at facing the unknown alone, as well as the grief she had felt for Flashfire and the loss of Ross. It had been a very hard time.


  “I’m glad you weren’t alone. I would have stood by you, too, you know. I’m glad your path brought you back here and that Robbie saw those pictures on your desk. She was really shocked. I think Mike had a few rough moments before he remembered that we had dated that summer.”


  “Poor guy! He had to think on his feet for sure.” She laughed. She had never thought she could find any of this comical, but that was life.


   


  * * * *


   


  Ross laid back on the blanket and pulled Maddie down beside him. He gazed up into the canopy of the enormous, old live oak tree above them and said, “Do you think that we could give this another try? I don’t think we were done back then, and I don’t think we’re done now.” He was trying to put his anger aside and live in the moment as the old feelings he’d had for Madison bubbled to the surface. What was done was done, and it would be impossible to recapture eight years of his son’s life. He didn’t want to ruin the opportunity to go forward and have a future with both Nickie and Maddie.


  “I’m sorry, Ross, but I think that ship has sailed. I have a lot of responsibilities now, and my first one is Nickie. I wouldn’t want to jeopardize what I hope will be a cordial parental partnership by muddying the waters with romance. Why don’t you just concentrate on forging a bond with Nickie, and let’s let everything else coast for now.”


  “If that’s how you want it, Maddie.” He couldn’t believe how disappointed he was to hear those words from her. He had to admit that she was probably right, but it stung nevertheless. His emotions were all over the map. He was thrilled to have the opportunity to know his son and angry that he had missed so much. The topping on that pile of feelings was that he was still as attracted to Maddie as he had ever been. He didn’t know if it went deeper than attraction, but he knew he wanted to find out. He wasn’t sure if they had been on the verge of falling in love nine years ago or if their friendship would have just died a natural death when they had gone off to school. Now they were both adults, and that made matters far more complex. There was Nickie’s welfare to be put first. He would just have to take it slow and easy with her. He didn’t want to scare her off, and he didn’t want to jeopardize his relationship with his son.


  “Why don’t you come over for dinner on Wednesday night. You can play with Nickie and put him to bed. I think he would really like that.”


  “Thank you, Maddie. I’d like that a lot. I want to get to know him. It’s really important to me.”


  “We’ll work on that then,” she said, smiling at him like she used to. It made his heart lurch for a moment, and he was shocked. Those old feelings were flooding back.


  “We’d better get back to the barn. You know, you and Nickie can come out here any time you want to ride. I’d like to start him on some riding and horsemanship lessons. He’s not too young to start learning how to take care of his own horse. He has to learn that responsibility comes right along with the fun.”


  “Okay. Maybe we can pick a regular afternoon for riding lessons and to spend some time with you. My schedule at the club is flexible, and Anne will understand. She’s a pretty terrific boss.”


  “Why did you take a job at Le Club? That’s a little different than most office jobs.”


  “Are you kidding? The salary is fabulous, the hours are flexible so I can always accommodate Nickie’s schedule at school, or whatever, and it’s practically around the corner from my house. It couldn’t be more convenient.”


  “You don’t find it a little weird?”


  She laughed. “Sometimes I find it a lot weird! But I’m not a prude, and the sex part of it isn’t right in my face. I’m the assistant manager of what is basically a small five-star hotel. The experience is fabulous, although I don’t know exactly how I’ll incorporate it into my resume!”


  “Well, if you’re comfortable there…I’ve had dinner there a few times. I wasn’t uncomfortable either. Mike and Robbie love the place. They go there at least one weekend a month. I guess they feel they can get away and still be close to home. Speaking of home, do you think maybe Nickie can stay overnight with me at my house some time? Mom and I both built our own houses when she turned the farmhouse over to Mike and Robbie. It’s just down the farm road about a quarter of a mile. You can’t see it from here. Mom’s cottage is over in the southeast corner of the property up by the road. We all wanted a little privacy since we live and work in such close proximity.”


  “Let’s give it a little time, but I don’t see why not. Let’s let Nickie get used to you first.” She said it kindly, and he could see she did not want to offend him but that she was not yet ready to give up control of the situation.


  Ross got the horses ready to remount, and they took a leisurely walk back to the barn. Nickie was chattering a mile a minute about everything. Ross was glad because it filled the slightly uncomfortable silence between them. Ross realized that he had a lot to think about.


  After they had put the horses up and said good-bye to Mike, Robbie, and the kids, Ross walked them over to the car. He knelt down and held his arms out to Nickie who went into them as if he had been doing it all his life. Ross gave him a bear hug and said, “I love you, son. Don’t ever forget that. We’re going to be good friends and have lots of fun together.” Then he stood up and took Madison into his arms for a hug and kissed her on the cheek. “Thank you.” Ross’s heart clenched with the raw emotions of the moment and the reunion with this stunning woman, the mother of his child.


   


  * * * *


   


  When they were in the car and traveling up the long driveway toward the road, Nickie said, “That was fun, Mom. Isn’t Meatball great?”


  Madison had to laugh. Leave it to a kid to figure out what was really important!


  
Chapter Thirteen


   


  Maddie and Nickie spent the rest of the weekend doing the things they usually did, including grocery shopping, bike riding in the neighborhood, and having Sunday dinner with her parents and family. Her parents were anxious to hear how Nickie’s first meeting with his father had gone, and her mother couldn’t wait to corner her in the kitchen for a full report.


  “Well, tell me everything! What did Nickie say and do?” Maddie could see that Mom Mom Snow was a little concerned that her relationship with her grandson might be endangered by this new development. The Hamiltons were very wealthy and powerful people in the community.


  “It went fine. Everyone was very friendly and welcoming. They took to Nickie as though he had always been a part of the family. To be truthful, I did feel a little chill from Ross’s mother.”


  “Well, honey, I can understand that. I’m sure she’ll come around. I know how I’d feel if I was the one who had missed eight years of my grandson’s life.” Maddie knew her parents, Jim and Patricia Snow, were relieved that things seemed to be moving on a smooth path. She knew that it had always broken their hearts that their daughter had gotten pregnant out of wedlock at eighteen and had to raise their grandchild by herself. Maddie had to admit it hadn’t been easy, and she’d had a lot of help, but all in all, she had done pretty well.


  Maddie thought about Wednesday’s dinner with Ross and decided to employ the KISS principal and keep it simple. She would make loaded baked potatoes and a huge salad with apple pie for dessert and let Ross and Nickie grill steaks on the patio. That would give them something to do together in case they needed to break the ice. Somehow, though, she didn’t think that would be a problem.


  By the time Wednesday evening arrived, she was a nervous wreck. She had to confront the fact that she was still as attracted to Ross as she had been nine years ago, and that was pretty damn attracted. The fly in that ointment was Nickie. First and foremost, she had to be sure that anything she did or did not do with Ross did not hurt her son. Second, she wasn’t sure Ross wanted to resume his relationship with her for herself and not subconsciously just to get closer to Nickie. She wondered if he would be able to put aside his justifiable anger about missing so much of Nickie’s life and move on from there. She decided to try to relax and just see what happened.


  When Ross arrived at six thirty he was carrying a big bag from Toys “R” Us. Maddie frowned. She hoped he wasn’t going to spoil Nickie rotten trying to make up for the missing eight years.


  He must have noticed the look on her face because, when he bent down to brush a kiss on her cheek, he said, “Don’t worry, Mom. I’m not going to go haywire. I just brought a baseball and gloves so we could throw the ball after dinner.”


  She smiled up at him. “Good idea, Dad.”


  Then he glanced down and noticed the “Kiss the Cook!” apron that Nickie had gotten her for Mother’s Day. He grinned and said, “Now, that sounds like a really good idea!” Before she could take evasive action, he had gathered her into his arms for a soul-shattering kiss. As she gasped, he took advantage of the opening to deepen the kiss and explore her mouth. She responded just as she always had and fell into the sensual daze that had always seemed to come over her in Ross’s arms. His passion was beguiling, and she momentarily forgot where she was. Slowly, she came back to her senses and then she backed off. She had to keep some perspective on the situation and some distance between them, but that was easier said than done.


  She gathered her wits and then called out over the sound of cartoons from the sunporch, “Nickie, your dad is here.” Just saying the words out loud sent a shiver down her spine. She hoped against hope that this was the right thing to do for all of them. It would kill her if Nickie was disappointed again because of something she did or didn’t do. “We’re having steaks and baked potatoes. You and Nickie can grill the steaks while I get everything else ready.”


  Over dinner, Ross and Nickie talked about school—he would be going to a new one in the fall—and about the friends he had left in New Jersey. He told Ross that he was trying to get Mom to let him have a puppy and explained his Angry Birds strategy in detail. Maddie listened for any undertones from either of them and was delighted that they seemed to be comfortable with each other.


  The one sticky moment was when Nickie asked, “Are you going to live at our house like other dads do?”


  Maddie was startled, and she could see that Ross didn’t know what to say either. Finally she said, “Not right now, honey. Your dad and I haven’t seen each other in a long time, and we have to get to know each other again just like you and he do. None of us know what the future holds. We just know that we both love you very much and want you to be happy.”


  After dinner was finished, she asked Nickie to clear the table, which he reluctantly did. She could see he didn’t want to leave Ross. “You guys can go out and play ball for a while. We’ll have dessert, and then it will be almost time for a shower and bed. I’ll let you oversee that as well tonight.” She grinned. “It’s going to be trial by fire, buddy. He has more excuses to delay bedtime than you can possibly imagine. You’re going to have to be tough!”


  While Maddie cleaned up the kitchen and loaded the dishwasher, she watched as Ross showed Nickie how to break in his new glove, and then the guys tossed the baseball back and forth until it began to get dark. Nickie was grinning from ear to ear as he started to get the knack of getting the ball into the pocket of his glove. She had tried to help him with the sports stuff, and her dad and brothers had made a point of playing ball with him as well, but she could see that tossing a ball with his dad like other boys got to do was a special treat. She wouldn’t take that away from him for all the tea in China.


  After they had come in for the evening, Maddie and Ross settled on the couch on the sunporch. Nickie brought her his new Optimus Prime Transformer package to open. She got up to get a pair of scissors and a paring knife. “I hate these packages.” She grinned. “Somewhere in China, Chinese people are laughing their heads off over the dumb Americans trying to open these packages! It probably makes their day.”


  Ross watched as she struggled with the package and then the diabolical twist ties keeping the toy in the packaging. He didn’t offer to help, and she could see that he was a little hurt that Nickie had not asked him to open the package. “Ross, you have to realize that he’s been coming to me with his little problems for eight years. It’s going to take some time for him to think automatically of you first. But you know, the time will come when he does come to you first.”


  She continued to struggle with the package, and when it was finally open, she and Nickie quickly read through the instructions and put the toy through its paces, changing it from robot to a semitruck and back again.


  Ross said, “You are really good at that. Those toys are incredibly complex.”


  “Yes, the engineering that goes into them is amazing. The kids all love them. Nickie has a pretty impressive collection. I think the Transformers movies are still a little too violent for him at this age, but that doesn’t stop him from nagging to see them every time a new one comes out.”


  Ross laughed. “Any time you say ‘no,’ it makes it that much more intriguing.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Ross had had no idea that getting an excited boy to settle down and actually get into the shower and apply soap to his body was going to be so challenging. He’d had to lower the tone of his voice once or twice to get Nickie to start moving toward the shower instead of trying to see if he could get his mom’s iPad to play Angry Birds. Finally the child was clean and in pajamas. They had apple pie in front of the television while they simultaneously played Angry Birds on the coveted iPad under the watchful eye of Optimus Prime. At eight thirty, after a look from Maddie, he said, “Okay, Nickie. Time for bed.”


  After some whining to stay up just a little while longer, Ross managed to wrestle him into bed, kissed him good night, and put out the light. He came back to the living room, fell onto the couch beside Maddie, stretched his legs out, and said, “And you did this every night for eight years? I’m exhausted!”


  “Well, it wasn’t always quite this much of a chore. Also, don’t forget he’s very excited that you’re here. He never said much about it, but I can see now that he really missed having a dad. That was the one thing I couldn’t give him, and that hurts.”


  “Maddie, you’ve done a great job raising him. It doesn’t seem like he’s missed out on very much. Don’t feel guilty about that. Circumstances were very difficult for both of us back then. You did the best you could, and I want to make up for lost time,” he said as much to convince himself as to make her feel better. He was trying to be reasonable despite the lingering anger and feelings of betrayal that plagued him.


  They relaxed on the couch with another cup of coffee before Ross turned to her and said, “Thanks for dinner. It was great. I’d better get going. I know you probably have some things to do for tomorrow.”


  “Why don’t we make Wednesday night dinner a standing date? That will give you some extra time with Nickie. We’ll also come out to the farm to ride one afternoon so you can be with him there, and he can get to know the family at the farm as well. Let’s see how all that goes, and then maybe we can see about some weekend time.”


  “That sounds good. Thanks, Maddie. I appreciate your making this as easy as possible.”


  “Ross, I just want what’s best for Nickie. He’s missed out on a lot by not having a father. I think if we can work together, we can find the best path for all of us.”


  Ross put his cup down on the coffee table and turned to her. He reached out and took her into his arms and kissed her. The surge of desire that coursed through his body despite his anger was immediate and felt like they had never been apart. His body was apparently at war with his emotions. He had always been wild for her, and obviously that had not changed. This is going to be tough. “It’s pretty obvious that I still want you, despite everything. But you’re right. We need to take it slow. Nickie’s needs are of paramount importance, and we can’t let ourselves be carried away by our hormones.”


  He could see it took her a moment to regain her composure, and then she said, “Why don’t you check your schedule, and let’s decide on a day for riding lessons. You can call me at work and let me know what works best for you, and then I’ll schedule my work week around it.”


  He got up from the couch and said, “I’m not giving up on us, you know.” As she saw him out, he pulled her into his arms for one more quick, hard kiss before he walked out the door, strode to his black dually pickup, and drove away. He was frustrated, elated, scared, and excited all in the space of seconds. He didn’t know how he was going to sort out the roller coaster of emotions that finding out he had a son and finding Madison Snow again brought to the surface.


   


  * * * *


   


  Maddie closed the door and leaned against it. I wish he would stop kissing me like that. But she knew she was lying to herself. This is going to be complicated. When he looked at her and smiled that megawatt smile of his as he used to all those years ago, she melted. The touch of his hands on her body was electrifying just as it had always been. She knew she was going to have a hard time resisting his appeal, and he would relentlessly try to wear her down. He’d been good at getting his own way all those years ago, and it looked like that had not changed at all.


  
Chapter Fourteen


   


  Things went smoothly over the rest of the summer. Ross came for dinner on Wednesday nights, and Madison took Nickie out to the farm on Friday afternoons. Nickie quickly became accustomed to having a dad, and he dropped that fact into every possible conversation. The family at Eden Creek quickly absorbed him into their midst as though he had always been a part of their lives. Grammy Barb always made sure to come down to the barn and watch him ride, praise his progress, and kiss him silly, although she was still a little distant with Maddie. Aunt Robbie always had cookies and treats for him. The two older cousins treated him like a pesky younger sibling, alternately brushing him off and doting on him. He ate it up, constantly thinking of things he could do to gain their attention and to irritate them. He was usually successful in both endeavors. Maddie had to admit he was a typical Hamilton boy, wonderful and horrible. She had to laugh. He was so much like Ross, who was also wonderful and horrible. Nickie was really blooming and coming into his own. Having his own dad was a gift she never could have given him.


  Uncle Mike always took a few minutes to talk to him man-to-man and then to tickle and wrestle with him or throw him up in the air until he screamed. Maddie looked a little worried to see her son flying up into the air and then landing with a thud back in Mike’s arms. “Don’t worry, Maddie! Dad and I tossed Ross back and forth like a football when he was small. He only hit his head a few times, and look, he’s almost perfectly normal now!” Maddie looked horrified for a minute, and the brothers broke out laughing. Robbie only shook her head at their antics.


  Ross slowly integrated Nickie into the fabric of farm life, introducing him to all the animals, including Harley and Davidson, his Australian Shepherd dogs, and Fred and Ethel, the attack geese that roamed the grounds after dark. Ross and Maddie had watched I Love Lucy reruns on Nick at Nite during that summer nine years ago, and he loved to do Ricky Ricardo imitations. He wanted to be sure that the dogs and geese recognized Maddie and Nickie as members of the family and not threats. Both sets of animals could be dangerous, especially after dark. In that vein, he had them both give the dogs biscuits and the geese the miniature marshmallows that were guaranteed to gain their favor. Nickie, a serious animal lover, was in Heaven. Between the horses, dogs, and geese, not to mention the goats, chickens, ducks, and rabbits, he couldn’t have been happier. Since chores were a part of farm life, Nickie learned to groom his own horse and to clean Meatball’s stall after his riding lesson. He actually loved to clean Meatball’s stall and had his own small, kid-size meadow muffin picker. Maddie was delighted. This was all so good for him.


  Maddie’s relationship with Ross was coasting along as well. She continued to keep some distance from him, but she could feel herself weakening. They had gone out for dinner a few times and to the movies. He was damn irresistible when he chose to be, and it was obvious that he was trying his hardest to abide by her wishes while pushing his own agenda. After Nickie’s riding lesson, weather permitting, they usually took a trail ride around the farm and out to the pond. Nickie was allowed to skinny-dip in the pond, which he thought was hilarious. Running around naked in the sunshine, swimming in the pond, and jumping in from the swinging rope hanging from one of the live oak trees was the most fun he had ever had.


  One Friday afternoon near the end of August, Maddie and Ross were sitting on the blanket under the live oak tree near the edge of the pond eating chocolate chip cookies Maddie had baked while Nickie splashed in the water. “Mom, why can’t we live here with Dad? Then I could ride Meatball every day and play with the dogs and stuff. It would really be so much better,” he said craftily, seeming to carefully gauge her reaction. He really was as clever as his dad.


  Ross laughed. “Yeah, Mom. That would really be so much better.”


  Maddie knew when she was being double teamed. “That subject is not open for discussion at this time.” Oh God! She secretly had to admit that she thought it would be so much better, too.


  Ross said softly, “You’ve been on your own for a long time, Maddie. You need to learn that you can rely on me now, on all of us, and so can Nickie.”


  “Well, if you don’t have any plans for tonight, I have an overnight bag for Nickie in the car, and if you like, he can spend the night. You can bring him home tomorrow afternoon. I don’t think we should try for a whole weekend yet. Overnight should be a good test.”


   


  * * * *


   


  “What do you think, son? Do you want to stay overnight?” Ross had set up a bedroom for Nickie weeks ago. He had bought Angry Birds sheets, toys, and all kinds of things he thought his son would like. He had been anxiously waiting for Maddie to suggest that Nickie spend the night. He had not wanted to push her on that, just as he hadn’t wanted to push her to resume their old relationship. He was getting more anxious and frustrated by the day. Maybe it was time to advance his agenda. He was beginning to realize that what he wanted more than anything was a steady, settled relationship and family life with Maddie and Nickie. He wanted his woman and his son in his house permanently. He loved his son with a depth of emotion he had not ever experienced before or known he was capable of, and he was beginning to think he loved Madison with the same intensity.


  Nickie jumped up and down and yelled, “Yes, I want to stay! Can Mom stay, too?”


  Ross grinned to himself. He thought he just might have a powerful ally right here. He’d let Nickie help in this campaign. That was what allies were for!


  “Not this time, honey. I think you and your dad should have a boys’ night out. Wouldn’t that be fun? Maybe you can have pizza for dinner.”


  Ross thought that sounded like a great idea. Aside from grilling, he wasn’t much of a cook. He tossed a towel from his saddle bags to his naked son and told him to dry off and get dressed while he got the horses ready for the trail ride back to the barn.


  Maddie left Nickie and Ross with a list of instructions and admonitions to behave and go to bed at a reasonable time. Ross knew that was a futile hope as he remembered his own sleepovers at that age. He couldn’t wait to snuggle up with his son, watch movies, and do “dad and son” things. He had missed so much already. He was anxious to catch up on all the father and son activities they had not yet been able to experience.


  After Madison left, Nickie trailed after Ross as he finished up the few things he needed to take care of. He made sure the security alarm for the gates and barns was engaged, and he let the dogs and geese loose for the night. With five hundred acres, it was impossible to secure all the fences. The dogs were formidable watch dogs, but the geese were ferocious attack animals, especially when they had eggs or goslings in their nest. Fred and Ethel had a brood in the nest currently and could be counted on to repel all invaders.


  Ross and Nickie went back to his house. Several years ago when Ross’s mother had wanted to downsize, she had turned the huge old farmhouse over to Robbie and Mike. They had renovated the main house, and it was the showplace of Eden Creek Farm. Ross and his mom had each built new homes on the farm. Ross’s house was a long, one-story contemporary residence with high cathedral ceilings, open beams, huge rock fireplaces, and enormous stretches of glass set on a small, wooded rise overlooking the beautiful green pastures, white fences, and white barns with red trim of Eden Creek Farm. It was stunning. The master suite was huge, and the house boasted four other bedrooms, a game room, office for Ross, open-plan family room, and huge kitchen as well as formal living and dining rooms. The house had been the topic of a spread in Ocala Country Life magazine. Still, in all, it was a bachelor’s pad, and he looked forward to it becoming a family home. He had chosen the bedroom closest to the master suite for Nickie.


  While Nickie was taking a shower, he threw a pizza in the oven. After Nickie was in his pajamas, they settled in front of the huge plasma television with a couple of Harry Potter movies and prepared to pig out on a large pepperoni pizza and soda. Nickie was delighted! His mother rarely let him have soda. After watching the movies and eating more pizza than was good for either of them, Ross carried Nickie to his room and tucked him in. He looked down at his sleeping son and a feeling of such extreme love blossomed in his chest that he was unable to catch his breath. He went back to the kitchen, grabbed a beer, and stretched out on the couch in the family room.


  He ran the day of the accident through his mind again, as well as that whole summer spent with Madison. They had a ball until that fateful day. He had realized by the time he had come home for Christmas that year that he had been harsh and unfair to Madison. He had blamed her for something that was certainly not entirely her fault. She had some responsibility as she knew she was not allowed in Flash’s stall, but he knew her intentions had been good. She had been a sweet and very responsible girl at the time. He tried to remember just how careful he had actually been about birth control. He had to admit that he had probably been a lot less careful than he should have been. He shook his head. Kids always thought it couldn’t happen to them. The result was an eight-year-old son he had not known he had and now desperately wanted to know, just as he desperately wanted the child’s mother back in his life.


  
Chapter Fifteen


   


  Ross’s mind was wandering between thoughts of Nickie and Maddie when he heard a ruckus out in the yard. The dogs were barking, and the geese were making such a racket he barely heard the beeping of the security system from his laptop computer on the kitchen counter. He went to the laptop and determined that the alert was from the stallion barn which was closest to his house.


  As he ran out the front door, he grabbed his cell phone and called the farmhouse. He asked Mickie to come down and get Nickie and take him back to the main house. He didn’t want to leave Nickie alone. He then told Mike to meet him at the stallion barn. Something was up, and it did not sound good. He knew Mike would have the .45 pistol with him, so he didn’t waste time getting a gun himself.


  They both arrived at the stallion barn at the same time, and being extremely quiet and careful, they moved to the double hung doors at the north side of the building nearest the tack and feed rooms. They quietly slid the doors open just enough to slip through and moved stealthily toward the main aisle of the barn. There was a small light shining from one of the stalls. They approached the stall, and Mike flicked the safety off the gun while Ross prepared to throw the stall door open.


  When the door was open, two men looked up in surprise and fright. They apparently had not expected to be interrupted. Mike and Ross took in the sight that greeted them. They were amazed to see the equipment necessary for AI, or artificial insemination, a process for harvesting semen from a stallion to later be inserted into a mare in season for the purpose of impregnating the mare. Spread out on a blanket at the side of the stall was a temperature-controlled sleeve used for collecting the stallion’s semen and a warming apparatus used to bring the temperature of the device to the temperature of a natural mare’s vagina. There were coolers filled with containers of liquid nitrogen for freezing the fresh semen specimen and other collection and storage equipment.


  The stallion, Midnight Passion, one of their top breeding stallions, was tied to a rail on the side of the stall. He appeared to be agitated although he wasn’t panicked. His face was covered with a mask to which was attached a hand towel that had apparently been saturated with fluids containing the teaser hormones produced by a mare in season to arouse the stallion. Ross and Mike could see that the stallion was aroused by the scent of the mare and ready to breed. Apparently these two were attempting to hijack Midnight’s semen to be used to artificially inseminate some unknown mare or mares without paying the $45,000 per pop stud fee. Although this looked like a less than clinical procedure, it was possible that they could collect enough semen to impregnate several mares from just one ejaculation if properly frozen and thawed. The equipment looked to be professional and what would be used by a veterinarian or breeding assistant in collecting fresh semen to be frozen and used in AI and embryo transfer procedures.


  Mike raised the gun, and the two men dropped the collection equipment they held in their hands. They raised their hands, and the older one said, “Hey, man! Don’t get excited here. We haven’t hurt your stallion. We were just going to borrow a little semen.”


  “That’s a $45,000 cup of sugar there, buddy, and we’re not inclined to lend it out,” Mike said, keeping the gun on the two men.


  Ross was confused. What did these two hope to gain? Artificial insemination was strictly against the rules for breeding Thoroughbreds to be used in racing. Foals had to be registered with The Jockey Club within a year of their birth and had to be DNA typed to prove parentage. In addition, both parents had to be DNA and blood typed. Unless breeding by the natural live-cover method, and not by artificial insemination or embryo transplant, could be certified, the foal could not be registered with The Jockey Club and could not be raced on any race course in the United States. Of course, someone somewhere always thought they could make a killing on someone else’s dime. With the advent of DNA profiling for horses, it would be almost impossible to slip something like this past The Jockey Club authorities. But someone always had a new foolproof, or so they thought, plan to beat the system.


  “What’s the plan, and who’s involved in it with you?” Ross asked, moving into the stall to remove the mask from Midnight’s face and calm the animal. “Surely you know you couldn’t sell this semen or use it in any way.”


  The two men refused to talk, and Mike and Ross were at a loss of what to do next.


  Ross said in a hushed voice, “If we call the sheriff now, we will lose the opportunity to get any further information on who was involved in this scheme. They’ll have public defenders before you can spit. Since nothing has actually been stolen yet, it’s not likely that anything more than breaking and entering and attempted theft can be proven.” Ross collected the equipment and put it into a box.


  “There wouldn’t be much in the way of consequences for these two,” Mike agreed quietly. Then he said more loudly, “I think we should lock them in the pen with Fred and Ethel and see how they feel about talking in the morning. I’m really tired. How about you? I don’t feel like dealing with this tonight. What do you think?”


  “Fred and Ethel have a new brood in their pen. They’re not likely to be in a very hospitable mood. I sure wouldn’t want to spend the night locked in a pen with a couple of pissed off attack geese. They can be really nasty. You guys could lose your own breeding equipment if Ethel gets her honker on you, and she always goes for the balls,” Ross said with a malicious grin. Fred and Ethel could be heard flapping their wings madly and honking wildly outside the barn while Harley and Davidson barked nonstop. “I’d much rather face the pissed off dogs than the pissed off geese myself. But then, I’m not the one breaking and entering and attempting a felony level theft. The potential value of that semen puts this way past the misdemeanor range.”


  Ross could see that the two men were starting to look scared and a lot less sure of themselves than they had been a few minutes ago. It was well known around town that the Hamilton brothers had the reputation of being a couple of hard-asses when crossed. It was also well known that Mike had beaten the feed truck driver until he was unconscious when the jerk had left the farm gate open the day Flashfire was killed. It had been the talk of the town, although he had never even been charged with assault. The feed company had been lucky not to be sued for the value of Flashfire—a very valuable champion open jumper. The Hamilton family wielded a lot of clout in Ocala and the Thoroughbred breeding community. As a past president of the Florida Thoroughbred Breeder’s & Owner’s Association, Mike had a lot of contacts. Their annual Stallion Show in early December was well attended and one of the top social events of the year in Ocala.


  “Wait a minute, man! You can’t keep us here,” the older one said belligerently.


  “Really? Who’s to know you didn’t bumble into the goose pen in the dark or how long you were there. Do you think anyone is going to believe you broke into this barn to borrow a cup of sugar?” Mike asked sarcastically. Ross could see that Mike was as pissed as he was. Not only were they attempting to steal very valuable biological specimens, but they could have injured one of their best stallions and muddied the waters as to his breeding record as well. The value of his get could be severely impacted by something of this nature.


  The two men were starting to sweat, and it wasn’t just the muggy summer night. They looked at each other, as though trying to communicate without words. The older one said, “I think we should tell them what they want to know. It’s no skin off my ass. We didn’t get paid to be goose food.”


  The younger one looked skeptical but still scared. “I don’t know, man. If we give them up, it’s likely to be our asses.”


  Ross said unsympathetically, “It’s your ass here and now, or it’s possibly your ass later. Make up your mind.”


  “Okay. Okay. My nephew, who is a vet tech and knows how to do the AI stuff, and me were paid by a couple of guys with a small racing stable to steal some of Midnight Passion’s semen,” the older one said.


  “They wanted me to freeze and transport the semen and then do the AI procedure on several of their mares,” the younger one said. “They have a stallion that looks a lot like Midnight Passion, but he hasn’t done much on the track. They wanted to improve their stock. I don’t know how they planned to get the foals registered or monkey up the DNA requirements. They didn’t tell us that part.”


  “What are the names of the guys who hired you?” Mike asked, not looking like he was in the mood for any more bullshit.


  After finding out the name of the small stable and the two men involved, Ross and Mike looked at each other in amazement. Idiots abound. Retribution for this escapade was for another day, but it would surely come about, Ross thought. They collected the men’s identification and car keys. They had no intention of returning the AI equipment either. They allowed the angry geese and the dogs to escort the two up to the front gate where they each threw them a few good solid punches in the gut and threw them out on to the road to make their way back to town as best they could.


  “Don’t even think about coming back here. If we see you again, you’ll get more than a couple of punches. We might let the geese have your balls,” Mike said, actually meaning every word.


  Ross grinned. His brother was a force to be reckoned with. Those guys had better not show their faces around Eden Creek again. He also knew Mike would be on the phone and e-mail with every breeder he knew tomorrow to alert the entire breeding community to the scam. It would be almost impossible for them to try that again at another farm if everyone was on the lookout.


  Ross threw his arm around his brother as they walked back down the long, winding driveway to the main house. Ross went inside and quietly picked up his son in his arms and walked back to his house. Nickie never woke up until the following morning when he found himself back in his bed.


  
Chapter Sixteen


   


  Of course, the happenings of the previous night were all anyone at the farm was talking about Saturday morning, and Nickie was disappointed to have missed the excitement. It was clear he thought his daddy was the coolest dad ever. Ross had to smile. It was really something to be his son’s hero. He was not looking forward to taking him home and having to explain this to Madison though. She might think it was not safe for Nickie to stay over at the farm in the future. He hoped he could play the incident down, but with Nickie’s level of excitement, that was not very likely. He wasn’t about to tell his son to keep the story from his mother and risk the “Wrath of Madison” when it inevitably came out despite his best efforts. He was hopeful that Nickie wouldn’t make too much of it.


  That was not to be. No sooner had Nickie stormed in the front door and hugged his mother than he was spilling the beans about the crooks who snuck into Midnight’s stall last night and tried to steal his “cement”—Nickie’s term. Ross was having a hard time keeping a straight face.


  “Really, Maddie, it wasn’t quite as exciting as Nickie thinks it was. The alarm went off, and we caught some guys red-handed trying to hijack a semen sample from Midnight. We escorted them off the property and advised them not to come back. No big deal.”


  She looked skeptical but didn’t make an issue of the incident, although Ross could see she wanted to question him when they were alone. “And everyone was okay, right? No injuries to persons or horses?”


  “We’re all fine. They might not be so fine this morning, but they’ll survive. Fred and Ethel got a few good pieces of them as well.”


  “Nickie, why don’t you put your things away in your bedroom, and then you and your dad can play ball while I get lunch ready.” When he had gone to his room, she said, “Are you sure everything is okay? Did you leave Nickie alone?” The unasked question about whether he had been in any danger hung in the air.


  “Absolutely not. I had Mickie come down and take him up to the farmhouse until it was all over. He was perfectly safe. Maddie, what do you think? That I would leave him alone in the house when I didn’t know what the situation was? I know I don’t have much experience with this ‘Dad’ business, but please give me some credit.”


  “Okay. Just wanted to be sure. It’s not that I don’t trust you, Ross, but it was Nickie’s first night at the farm, and he could have gotten scared if he woke up and was alone.”


  “I’m well aware of that, and Nickie was never left alone. As to his being in danger, those guys were just a couple of low-level jerks who got paid by some other low level jerks to steal some semen—not ‘cement’ mind you. I don’t know how they thought they could use it given The Jockey Club’s stringent registration requirements, including DNA profiles for all foals, but you know some people always think they can beat the system.”


  “So…you’re okay, too?” He could see she was concerned for his safety as well as Nickie’s. It warmed his heart to know she cared about him.


  “Both Mike and I are fine. My knuckles are a little scraped. That’s all,” he said ruefully.


  “Let me see!”


  “Really it’s nothing.” When she came over to inspect his hand, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her deeply, coaxing her lips open as he plundered her mouth. He drew his lips down her soft throat and nibbled behind her ear. He could feel the ripples of sensation cascading down her spine. He drew in her scent like a stallion getting ready to breed. She intoxicated him. It was getting harder and harder to respect her boundaries. He hadn’t been with another woman since the night he had first seen her again. He had no desire for another woman. This was the one he wanted, and this was the one he was going to have.


   


  * * * *


   


  Madison was shaken to her very core by the passion of his kiss. She didn’t know how much longer she could hold him off, or herself for that matter. She struggled to recover as the aftermath ruffled down the nerves of her spine and trickled down deep in her belly, dampening her panties. Her reaction to him was unsettling to say the least. It seemed she didn’t have any more resistance now than she had had at eighteen, and just look where that had gotten her. She pushed out of his arms. “You’re too much! Go play with your son while I make us some lunch. And don’t think you’re going to get me into more trouble with your ‘cement’!”


  Madison had just finished making sandwiches in the kitchen and was putting chips on the plates when the guys came back in. She was wearing the “Kiss the Cook” apron again, and she just grinned at him when she saw the look in his eye. “Don’t get any ideas, big guy.”


  Ross laughed, pulled her into his arms, and kissed her soundly, drawing a small sigh from her as she relaxed against his chest momentarily. He looked down at Nickie. “What do you think, Nick? Is it okay if I kiss your mom? I really like to.”


  Madison was appalled. She really had not intended to get her son’s permission to kiss Ross. She found it was getting harder and harder to resist his charm. She had not been immune to him in the past, and it seemed she wasn’t immune to him now. She just didn’t want to make another mistake, not that she thought of Nickie as a mistake though. She had made a choice and was going to be raising that choice for many, many years to come. Three futures depended on her exercising good judgment now.


  Nickie thought that was just hilarious and started galloping around the kitchen making kissing noises. Madison felt her cheeks flush, and she tried to struggle out of Ross’s grasp, to no avail. He just tightened his hold and wrapped his arms around her waist. Finally, Nickie looked thoughtful and said, “I think it’s okay if moms and dads kiss each other,” then he dove into the bag of chips like a member of the starving hoard, and that was the end of the discussion.


  Ross gave her a bear hug and kissed the tip of her nose. “You’re adorable when you blush.”


  
Chapter Seventeen


   


  Summer vacation ended, and Nickie started third grade. He was an excellent student and loved to learn. He had been reading since pre-school. He enjoyed school and was thrilled to be making a number of new “best friends,” having missed the ones he’d left in New Jersey.


  Ross and Maddie continued their Wednesday night dinner and Friday afternoon riding program as September advanced. Ross took over the parenting rituals on Wednesday and Friday nights and helped Nickie with his homework.


  After dinner, while Maddie cleaned up the kitchen, she said, “Why don’t you help Nickie with his math homework? I left that for you. I have to admit it was never one of my favorite subjects!”


  Ross wrangled Nickie into finishing his homework, into the shower, and finally into bed and joined Maddie on the couch for a cup of coffee. He had determined that he was going to push the situation with Madison. He was tired of waiting. His patience was starting to fray around the edges, and he wanted all of them to move on with their lives. He put both their cups on the table and took her into his arms. He brushed his lips down her throat and across the tops of her breasts. She melted into his arms for a moment before she broke away. He could see she was going to continue to resist her attraction to him, and he was frustrated. “How long are you going to keep me at arm’s length, Maddie? Surely you can see that we both still feel the same as we did before.”


  “As long as it takes to be sure this is the right thing for all of us. We have more to consider than just our hormones. We aren’t kids anymore. We have Nickie to consider. Suppose it didn’t work out, and then we were uncomfortable with each other. That would be very hard on him.”


  “I realize that. But we seem to be as compatible as we were before. I don’t think we need to see each other for years to know if it’s right.”


  “Well, it’s been nine years since the last time we dated, and we were little more than kids then. Now we’re both adults with different responsibilities. All I’m saying is that we need to take it really slow.


  He kissed her again hard. He ran his big, competent hands down her back and over her bottom. She whimpered and then pulled back. “No…Nickie’s in the next room.”


  “Well, he’s going to have to get used to seeing his dad kissing his mom because I have no intention of stopping. Not ever, so give it up, Maddie.”


  She sighed. “It’s getting way too hard to resist you. I don’t know what I’m going to do.”


  “Give up, give in, get naked?” Ross laughed.


  Ross looked up and saw Nickie standing in the doorway. He had apparently come out for a drink of water and to see if he could stretch bedtime a little more.


  Ross smiled down at her, and he ran his big hands up and down her back before he gave her butt a friendly squeeze and let her go. “Discussion to be continued,” he said, grinning widely. He definitely thought this was going his way.


  
Chapter Eighteen


   


  The next Saturday after Nickie had spent the night with Ross again, Madison made lunch for the three of them. After lunch, Ross and Nickie went outside to play some more catch and ride his bike. When the daily afternoon thunder showers began to gather on the horizon, they came inside to play video games and watch a movie. Madison kept an ear out but let them have the time together while she did a few necessary chores and put a chicken pot pie in the oven for dinner. She thought she’d throw a salad together and make some of Nickie’s favorite peanut butter cookies for dessert. She was pleased that Ross and Nickie had fallen into a comfortable relationship. She wanted a normal life for Nickie more than she wanted anything for herself. When she looked into the family room and saw Nickie sprawled out on the couch leaning against Ross’s chest while they watched the movie, her heart gave a happy bump. She and Ross really needed to have a talk. She didn’t know exactly where her own relationship with him was going, but she knew she had to get a handle on the situation before it got away from her again as it had so many years ago.


  “Nickie, please pack up your PJs and some toys. You are going to stay over at Mom Mom and Pop Pop’s house tonight. Your dad and I have to have a family meeting and talk.”


  “No! I don’t want to! I want to be with Dad. That’s not fair.”


  She could see Nickie was winding up to a tantrum and, trying to short circuit the process, said, “That’s enough. How about if we all go out for an ice cream cone before we walk you over to their house.”


  “No! You’re not being fair!”


  “I don’t have to be fair. I’m the mother! Come on. I’ll help you pack your bag. Pop Pop told me he has some new movies for you guys to watch.”


  “I want to stay here with you and Dad.”


  “Don’t sass your mother, young man,” Ross said sternly.


  Nickie looked rebelliously back at him, as if daring him to do something about it. Madison wanted to step in but thought it might be better to see what happened and how Ross would handle the situation. He had not had the need to assert any parental authority over Nickie yet, but it looked like it was about to become necessary. So far all their interactions had been fun and games.


  “Do it again and you’re going to feel the palm of my hand on the seat of your jeans,” Ross said. “And that’s a promise.”


  Nickie, still looking rebellious, stomped off to his bedroom, presumably to pack his overnight bag. They could hear him muttering in his bedroom and slamming drawers.


  “Keep that up, Nicholas Ross Hamilton, and there will be a spanking in your future and no ice cream,” Ross called out. The sounds from the bedroom became quieter but did not cease entirely. He was definitely a Hamilton! They didn’t give in gracefully.


  Ross’s unconscious use of the surname Hamilton shocked her. She had not thought about changing Nickie’s last name, but apparently it was something that she would have to think about and be prepared to address. He had been Nicholas Ross Snow for eight years. She wasn’t sure she was ready for that to change.


  “I was wondering how long it would take for you to decide to be his father and not his best friend. It’s a fine line sometimes. You know, if you threaten something, you have to follow through once in a while, or it’s all just noise to him.” Maddie could see Ross was conflicted. He probably did not want to damage the new relationship that was blossoming between father and son by raising the specter of discipline.


  “Best friend is good. Sometimes worst enemy is okay, too. I had my butt warmed a few times, and it didn’t stunt my growth.”


  She laughed. “Obviously not. I’ve had the full responsibility for Nickie for eight years. It’s nice to have some backup. Personally, I use the ‘count to three method’ of child management. He usually flirts with two and a half, sometimes two and three-quarters, but he knows if I get to three it’s too late to negotiate, and he’s in trouble. God, I can see so much of you in him. That Hamilton gene pool is very strong. Sometimes I think I was just the brood mare. The ‘stallion’ genes are usually the strongest, aren’t they?”


  “Genetically that’s true, but not in this case. I can see some of you in him as well. Particularly the ‘stubborn’ streak.”


  “That’s not fair. Let’s call it the ‘determined’ streak.”


  He pulled her into a strong hug and just held on. Then he gently pressed his lips to hers in a tentative kiss that slowly strengthened into a sensual demand. “I like the idea of a family meeting. We really do need to talk.”


  When Nickie came out of his bedroom with his little bag packed and a hurt look on his face, Ross scooped him up in his arms, held him tightly for a long moment, and then he whispered in his ear, “I love you, son, but I’m the dad. It’s my job to make sure you grow up to be the best you can be, and smart-mouthing your mother isn’t going to fly. Understand?”


  “Yes, sir,” he said reluctantly.


  “Now, let’s go get that ice cream,” Ross said before he squeezed him tight and put him back down.


  
Chapter Nineteen


   


  After Nickie had been dropped off with his grandparents for the night, still grumbling but not quite daring to press the issue, Maddie put on a pot of coffee and put some cookies on a plate. She took them out to the family room.


  She sat in the corner of the comfortable couch, poured the coffee, and handed Ross a cup and some cookies. Maybe if his hands were full they would be able to have a sensible adult conversation. She took her own coffee, pulled her knees up under her, and settled back into the fluffy couch cushions. “Are you happy with how things are going with Nickie? I think they are going remarkably well, all things considered. I know he was a little scared before he met you all, but things seem to have smoothed out, despite his little temper tantrum tonight. He’s just so excited to have a dad, and he’s afraid he might miss something.”


  “I’m very happy. He’s a wonderful son, and you’ve done a great job raising him so far. I really want to be involved from now on, Maddie. I’ve missed so much, and we have a lot to make up for. I want to be here for the fun stuff and the not so fun stuff, like tonight. Don’t think that I’m so desperate to stay in his good graces that I’ll neglect discipline. That’s part of the ‘dad’ job description as well. I know it’s not all fun and games.”


  “I’m glad to hear that, Ross. I knew that he was missing a steady male influence. My brothers tried to take up some of the slack, but they have their own families, and Dad has a hard time saying ‘no’ to him. It hasn’t been easy, but he’s the light of my life. I wouldn’t have missed the ride for anything. I just wish things had been different at the beginning.”


  “I’m here now, and I’m not planning on going anywhere. About what I said before…I would like you to consider changing his name legally to Hamilton. Or maybe Snow-Hamilton. I really want my son to have my name. I’m not going to push you on this right now, but please think about it.”


  She sighed. “I’ll think about it. And what about us? What are you looking for from me? Are you sure you want me for myself and not just because I’m Nickie’s mother? I think trying to build a relationship on that alone would end up hurting him more in the long run. I don’t want to start something that is destined to fail. That would be far more damaging to Nickie than not starting it at all. Can you forgive me for not telling you about Nickie? I would never try to shut you out of his life. I didn’t go away to hurt you.”


  Ross put his coffee cup and plate down and reached for her. She went willingly into his arms, and he just held on tight. “I know that. Maybe it was meant to be that way. Who knows how we would have handled it at that age. It is what it is. We have to go on from here and do the best we can, for Nickie as well as for ourselves.”


  “I want to go on from here. I’m just a little scared.” At least this time she was prepared. She had made the long-delayed visit to her gynecologist and gotten on birth control pills just in case. She wasn’t about to get caught a second time! That was one worry she could put aside.


  “Maddie, I’ve done a lot of thinking and remembering. I think we had something special nine years ago—something that would have matured into a strong, permanent relationship if we had been given the time and luck had been on our side. I don’t think it’s too late to salvage that relationship. I want to try. I want you, in bed and out of it. Right now, I really want you in it,” he said, flashing his devastating grin.


  “You are incorrigible. Your son has a lot of your charm and some of your other really good characteristics as well.” She snuggled into his strong chest. It felt like coming home, although she was nervous, and her stomach was jumping a mile a minute. Oh my God. It had been nine years since she and Ross had been intimate. She hoped she hadn’t forgotten how. Not very likely, but one never knew. Use it or lose it. She had had a few dates during those years. Grammatha had encouraged her to try to have a social life, but it had just never felt right, and she had never met anyone who measured up to the Ross who lived in her memory. Now he was back in her arms. Was she strong enough and sure enough of the woman she had become to reach out and grab for the happiness she wanted again? She thought she was. She stood up, took Ross’s hand, and headed for the bedroom.


   


  * * * *


   


  Ross was delighted but a little nervous as well. He had been waiting for months to make love to Madison again. He knew that she had not really dated much while they were apart. He was cognizant of the gift he was being given—a second chance at happiness with the woman he loved, as well as a chance to have a family and the son he adored. As eager as he was, he was determined to make this special for Maddie. He would not rush the moment although he was hard as steel and could not wait to bury himself inside her. When they stood beside the bed, he turned her into his arms and kissed her with a soul-shattering thoroughness that he hoped would allay any misgivings she might have.


  His lips softly began the slow journey down the silky column of her throat past her collar as he began to unbutton her shirt. He unbuckled her belt and pulled the tail of her shirt out of her jeans as he slid it off her shoulders. He slid her zipper down, pushed her jeans down, and she stepped out of her sandals. When she was standing in just a pink demi bra and bikini panties, his breath rushed from his lungs. She was stunning. She had matured, and her body had filled out although she was still slim and long legged. She was a gorgeous woman, not the beautiful, coltish girl she had been. He stripped her out of her underwear, and when she was completely naked with her long, dark hair falling around her shoulders and down her back, he stared at her in appreciation. She still had the delicate pink-tipped nipples he remembered, but her high, round breasts were full and lush. He buried his face in them then he sucked first one and then the other, swirling his rough tongue over the sensitive tips.


  She reached to unfasten his buttons and push the shirt off his shoulders. He had to steady her as her knees began to weaken. He hastily stripped out of the rest of his clothes and, pulling her to him, toppled onto the quilt-covered, antique, mahogany four-poster bed. He ran his hands over her body, trying to memorize every inch. Her high, round bottom had looked great in jeans but looked even better without them. His hands itched to cup that luscious ass as he drove his throbbing cock into her, but he held back, determined to bring her as much pleasure as possible.


  He knew she was a little anxious, and he murmured encouragement as he slowly spread her legs. Her pussy was damp, and he could see that she was beginning to tremble with want. He ran his finger around her pulsing clit, barely touching her heated flesh, and moisture flooded her sex. She moved restlessly as she strained for a firmer touch. Taking his time, Ross played with the little bundle of nerves between her legs, rubbing in firm, tight circles as she came apart in his hands. She was glorious. The look of wanton pleasure on her face delighted him.


  Unable to wait any longer, he positioned his steel-hard cock against the center of her pleasure and drove into her with a firm thrust. He stilled, waiting for her body to stretch and accommodate itself to his full possession. He watched the play of emotions cross her face, and when she had relaxed, he began the gentle rocking that escalated into a fierce pounding and a final violent climax. He had wanted to make this first time last longer, but it had been impossible. They had all night, and he was far from finished. He drifted into sleep on the stream of contentment flowing through his system.


   


  * * * *


   


  Maddie woke during the night to the wonderful feeling of Ross’s broad, hard chest against her back. She reveled in it. It had been so long since she had felt like this. His cock stirred against her bottom, and she wiggled back against him in invitation. He raised her leg, and his hand slipped down to explore the wetness between her thighs. The sensation was amazing. She had missed the uninhibited intimacy they had shared. He nibbled her ear and rubbed the heat of his solid erection against her bottom, stretching the moment until he would take her eager pussy again. She was hot and wet and couldn’t wait a moment longer for his full possession. He continued to tease her. He rubbed his cock erotically against her backside as her arousal escalated.


  He played with her wet pussy and stroked her heated flesh with his rigid length. She was becoming desperate to have him fill her. Finally, when she thought she couldn’t endure his teasing any more, he thrust his hard cock into her and began rocking her to oblivion. Electricity tingled up her spine and to the tips of her fingers and toes as he made her body soar. As she was falling into the sensual abyss, he pounded into her hot, steamy inner passion, and her muscles convulsed around his shaft. He took her over the edge as his cock pulsed with each rippling wave of exquisite pleasure. She floated down from the heights as her heartbeat returned to normal, and she drifted contentedly back to sleep.


   


  * * * *


   


  When they awoke Sunday morning, the sun was just beginning to shine in the window next to her bed. Ross rolled over and pulled her up against his chest for a good morning kiss.


  “Good morning, princess. Did you sleep well?” He grinned and brushed her hair back out of her face, and then he ran his hands down her body. She looked like a well-satisfied cat that had licked up all the cream.


  “Pretty well, but I felt this presence behind me during the night,” she teased. Laughing, he jumped out of bed, lifted her into his arms, and walked to the shower. She still had a sleepy look on her face.


  “Well, rise and shine. I could eat a horse. Let’s pick up Nickie, and then we can go out for breakfast.” After he had adjusted the spray to the near boiling temperature he preferred, he stepped into the stinging spray and drenched them both. He finally put her down long enough to kiss her senseless and picked her up again as she wrapped her legs around his waist. He surged into her tight sheath as lightning rocked through his system, and he roughly nuzzled her neck. He struggled to breathe as he felt the ecstasy shudder through her, and he lost himself in the sensation of his mouth on her nipple. His morning stubble rasping over the creamy skin of her breasts. He braced her up against the shower wall and drove into her over and over with a pounding rhythm until he pushed her over the edge into a loud and enthusiastic orgasm. His vision clouded, and he was ready to explode. Finally, he followed her over the edge into intense pleasure. When his cock had stopped pulsing in her pussy, he withdrew to let her stand on her own legs. He laid his head in the crook of her shoulder and just let his heartbeat return to normal.


  “Are you okay? I know it’s been a long time for you. I don’t want to make you sore.”


  “If I was any more okay, I don’t think I could stand up,” she murmured in his ear. He took the sea sponge, lathered it with sweet-smelling lavender soap, and washed her body, turning her around to soap her back. She returned the favor, and they just stood and let the water pound down on them.


  “Okay, we have to move,” he said. “We really can’t stand in the shower all day, as appealing as that seems right now.”


  They picked up Nickie and, ignoring the inquiring stares of her parents, went out to breakfast, and spent the remainder of Sunday trail riding and swimming in the pond. Nickie’s mood had improved once he realized he wasn’t going to miss out on the fun or the attention of both of his parents. Madison had packed sandwiches in her saddle bags together with frozen bottles of water and fruit. After lunch, they zoned out on blankets under the trees. Maddie read her Kindle, and the guys played games on the iPad she had brought along. It was a wonderful, relaxing afternoon. Ross thought it was turning out to be a fabulous summer for all of them. They got drenched by the afternoon showers as they returned to the barn. They were all laughing uproariously as they un-tacked their horses, hosed them down in the rain, and put them up with nice, fat, green flakes of hay.


   


  * * * *


   


  They had dinner with Robbie, Mike, Grammy Barb and the kids. It was clear to Robbie that the relationship dynamics had definitely changed between Ross and Maddie. Their new understanding could be seen in the way he ran his hand down her back or played with her hair, or the way she put her hand on his arm or brushed the hair back from his forehead. The intimacy was clear in their demeanor and attitude. Robbie looked at Mike and raised her eyebrow. He smiled back at her and wiggled both of his eyebrows. They clearly were thrilled. They had been hoping Ross and Maddie could work it out. They adored their new nephew and wanted a real family for him.


  After dinner, while they relaxed in the wicker rocking chairs on the front porch, Robbie told Ross and Maddie that she and Mike had reserved the Coastal Cottage Suite at Le Club for the following weekend but would be unable to use it as another obligation had come up. They asked if Ross and Maddie wanted to use the suite.


  When Robbie saw the surprise on their faces, she laughed and said, “Guys. It’s only a very nice hotel suite. What you do in it is up to you. You can get away for the weekend while being right down the street from home. I’m sure Pat and Jim would be happy to keep Nickie for the weekend. You can have dinner at the club, hang out by the pool, and just relax. Anything else is totally up to you.” She gave them an impish grin. Ross and Maddie looked at each other. Their expressions told her that they thought it was an interesting idea but that they would have to think about it.


   


  * * * *


   


  In the car on the way back to Maddie’s house, Ross said, “Well, what do you think about using the suite for the weekend? The club is gorgeous, and I’m sure we’d have a good time. It would be nice to get away alone for a couple of days. I know Mike and Robbie play those BDSM games, but I’ve never really understood it.


  “Me either, but I have to admit to being a little curious about it.” She giggled. “I want to be Anne Boleyn.”


  “Come on, babe. That would mean I’d have to be Henry VIII. Have a heart. Anyway, she got her head chopped off.” They both laughed uproariously, and Nickie frowned. He clearly did not get the joke, which only made them laugh harder.


  “Let’s think about it. I’m leaning toward saying yes. I’ll see if Nickie can spend the weekend with my parents.”


  “It’s up to you. It might be fun. At the very least we’d eat very well, and the, uhhh, other part is all consensual.” He knew the little pitcher in the backseat had extremely big ears, and they were tuned in to the conversation in the front seat. “Mike has explained it to me. Can you picture Robbie doing anything she didn’t want to do? Not very damn likely.”


  
Chapter Twenty


   


  On Monday, Maddie spoke to Anne Sutton, her boss, about the following weekend. “Maddie, it would be fine for you to use the suite in place of Robbie and Mike. You and Ross have already signed confidentiality agreements. It’s really no big deal. You can do as little or as much as you like. No one judges the behavior of others here. That’s one of the great things about it.” Anne picked up her coffee cup and started back to her own office.


  “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to give it a try. I just feel a little weird about it.”


  “Before I started dating Jamie Devereau, I never participated in any club activities. I didn’t have anything against it, but it had just never been my thing. I have to tell you that it can be an absolute hoot! I have never laughed so hard. Take it all with a grain of salt, and see where it takes you. At the very least, you’ll have some great laughs, a really good time, and some good food!”


  “I think I’ll tell Ross I want to do it. I think he’ll really be surprised.”


  “I say it’s all for fun. If it’s not fun, don’t do it!”


   


  * * * *


   


  The following Friday afternoon after their regular riding lesson and trail ride, they dropped Nickie off at his grandparents’ house for the weekend. Nickie had made some slight objections that were handled by a raised eyebrow from Ross. Maddie and Ross checked into the Coastal Cottage Suite.


  Although Maddie had seen the suite before, she saw it now through new eyes, as a guest. She had to admit she was impressed. Not only was it beautiful and comfortable, but everything that could be done to make guests feel welcome had been done. There was a beautiful fruit basket on the counter in the kitchen, a chilled bottle of champagne, as well as snacks, drinks, coffee, and all the small amenities. The club really made an effort to see to all of the details.


  “This is really nice! I think we are going to have a great time,” she said as she put her tote bag down on the couch. She sat down and put her feet up. “I have to say, this beats the heck out of doing laundry and chores!”


  “Stick with me, kid!” Ross laughed as he sat down beside her.


  “Oh really? I thought I was the one who wanted to come, and you were just humoring me.”


  “There is a little bit of truth to that, but I think we’ll have a good time,” he said as he nuzzled her neck hopefully.


  She bounced back up off the couch, grinned, and said, “I’m going to the pool. That’s where all the action is around here. I have heard stories…You can go to the gym or something, or stretch out on the veranda and take a nap. I’ll see you when it’s time to dress for dinner.”


  He looked slightly disappointed and started to protest when she continued, “I expect to be wined and dined, buddy. You’re going to have to put some effort into this weekend. And about Anne Boleyn…”


  He looked chagrinned and said, “You’re absolutely right. Anne Boleyn it is. I’ll see about reserving a theme room. See you later, babe.”


  Maddie was surprised and delighted to find her old friend Kelly Devereau at the pool reading a book. “Hi, Maddie! How’s it going? Do you like the job? I really enjoyed myself here, especially after I loosened up a bit. It can be a little overwhelming at first!”


  “The job is good. Anne is great. I have the flexibility I need for Nickie.” She hesitated. “I don’t know how much has gone around about Ross and me, but I guess you know that we have reconnected. I’m spending the weekend here with him. His brother and sister-in-law couldn’t use the suite, so we are taking advantage of it.”


  “I had heard some rumblings about Ross Hamilton being Nickie’s dad. Is that true?”


  Maddie filled her old friend in on what had happened nine years ago and why she had left school and moved to New Jersey. Kelly was amazed. “I never knew any of that. I just knew that you had left school and moved away. When I spoke with you a couple of years later and found out you had a son, I just never connected it to your moving away. I wish you had confided in me. I might have been able to help or at least have been a shoulder to lean on and an ear to listen.”


  “Kelly, I was so distraught that I wasn’t thinking very rationally. I just knew I wanted the baby, and I knew I didn’t want to have to be an unwed mother here. It would have been just too humiliating for me and for my parents. I never really considered contacting Ross or the Hamiltons. I might have if I had really needed help, but I had Grammatha and my parents. They were all great.”


  “Wow. That’s a lot for an eighteen-year-old to handle. I have to give you a lot of credit. I’ve enjoyed the pictures you sent me over the years of Nickie, but his resemblance to Ross and Mike Hamilton just never registered. I bet they were surprised! How did Ross take it?”


  “Well, apparently there was a little dust up after Robbie Hamilton saw the pictures for the first time in my office. I think she actually wondered if Mike was involved. Anyway, Mike remembered me, of course, and all that had happened that summer with Ross’s jumper, Flashfire, getting killed on the road. He put it together pretty quickly and came to see me. When I had a Hamilton standing in front of me and the pictures of Nickie on my desk, there wasn’t much I could do but admit that Ross was his father.”


  “Oh boy. I bet that went over like a lead balloon.”


  “Mike was always very kind to me, even back that summer after the accident. He did say that he wasn’t going to keep the information from Ross, but he gave me a little time to think about it and get it together. I really appreciated that. Ross called me immediately, and we agreed to meet here for dinner with his family to talk. He was angry at first, but I told him everything I just told you. God, we were both kids. I didn’t think he would ever forgive me for Flashfire’s accident, and I didn’t think that would be a good start for any of us.”


  “What did he say about you not telling him?”


  “He was pretty upset naturally, but he wants to be a dad to Nickie. You know, I feel guilty that he missed so much. I just don’t really know that I could have done anything differently. I’m really grateful that Ross and Nickie have connected so strongly. I knew that Nickie missed having a father, and it broke my heart that it was the one thing I couldn’t give him. He’s a great kid—smart, fun, loving. He’s a carbon copy of his father. I’m praying that this works out for all of us. By the way, what’s with the little tummy? Are you expecting? You have that glow.”


  “Yes. I’m so happy but a little scared. I’m due in December. Maybe he will be a Christmas baby. Justin is thrilled. I had to stop my martial arts training. Justin absolutely refuses to let me take any falls or kicks. He says I have to be satisfied with continuing the katas, you know the exercise routines, but that’s it until after the baby is born.”


  “Well, that’s only sensible. There’s no reason to take unnecessary chances.”


  “That’s what Justin says. He does still let me get on a horse and walk, no hard trotting or cantering. I think he’d wrap me up in cotton batting and tie me to a chair if he could.”


  “That’s really nice. Enjoy it. I’m so glad for you. I wish it had been like that for me,” Maddie said wistfully.


   


  * * * *


   


  Ross found the gym to be as luxurious as the rest of the facilities. He was just hitting his stride on the treadmill when Justin Devereau and Jason Steele came in. Ross knew both men, and greetings were exchanged.


  “Mike told me he had some Breeder’s Association meeting out of town this weekend and that you might be using the suite. Glad you could make it,” Jason said as he set up the weight bench he liked to use. “You’ve never been here to use the facilities before, have you?”


  “Uhh. No,” Ross said a little uncomfortably. “I’ve been here for dinner a few times.”


  Justin said, “Just relax and enjoy it. Do as much or as little as you like. Most of us are not into any of the heavy stuff. It’s all for fun—a game. It’s a great place to get away and have complete privacy.” He settled at the rowing machine and began a rhythmic stroke to the beat of the rock music playing on the sound system.


  Jason said, “My wife had something to do with our daughter this afternoon, but she’ll be here for dinner tonight. We’ll see you around over the weekend, probably have breakfast or lunch together or see you at the pool. There’s no reason to be self-conscious. Can you imagine Robbie and Mike doing anything you would hate?”


  “Oh, please! I don’t need that visual.” He laughed. Ross was grateful. He had just booked the Royal Bedchamber theme room for after dinner, complete with costumes, and he was a little uneasy about it. He knew both these men were Mike’s very good friends, and their words of encouragement made him feel a little better. He knew he had to come up with some sort of theme or play in his head prior to taking Madison to the theme room. He couldn’t just stand there like a dunce, dressed as Henry VIII. Jeez. I have to be ready with a plan. This is really stressful. “Uhh, how do you come up with what to say and all?”


  Justin answered. “Just keep it simple. Don’t try to overdo, especially at first. Just a simple idea works the best. You’ll be surprised at how it gets your adrenalin pumping. Even Max and Ana use the facilities every now and then. I never thought I’d see that day.”


  “Thanks. I feel a little better. I think I’ll stop by the library and see what ideas I can come up with, maybe Google Anne Boleyn. I’ll be more comfortable if I’m prepared.”


  
Chapter Twenty-One


   


  Back in the suite Madison and Ross dressed for the evening. She wore a long, black, silk knit halter dress that plunged to her waist and skimmed her body like a shadow. She had bought the dress on sale at Macy’s on a whim. When she had packed for the weekend, she was really glad she’d purchased it even though she had no specific idea of where or when she would wear it. It was just one of those wardrobe staples every woman should have. She swept her dark hair up into a loose chignon with soft tendrils highlighting her long neck and elegant back. She wore one crystal bangle bracelet, sparkly earrings, and no other jewelry.


  Maddie watched covertly as Ross dressed. He was one of those men who looked good in jeans and a denim work shirt, never mind the black, Armani, double-breasted suit and silk shirt. She sighed. He was just gorgeous with his exotic coloring and long, elegant, well-muscled body.


  Although they had dined there before with Mike and Robbie, Maddie was delighted by the ambiance of the five-star dining room, the candlelight, soft music, and beautiful table settings. This time it was a romantic dinner and not a family meeting. Again, she was seeing the club as a guest instead of an employee. This weekend would definitely help her do her job, and some innovative new ideas were already circling in her head for discussion with Anne Sutton on Monday.


  Not being a particularly adventurous eater, she ordered the surf and turf with wonderful raspberry cheesecake and coffee for dessert. Ross had the three pound lobster and shared her cheesecake. Maddie could see that he was a little nervous.


   


  * * * *


   


  All through dinner, the specter of the reservation in the Royal Bedchamber theme room had hung over his head. He had made use of the club’s library and computer after working out that afternoon and had a few ideas about what scene he wanted to enact. After reading the history of Anne Boleyn, Ross had decided that Maddie was not going to get her wish to be the sad, beheaded second queen of Henry VIII. After they finished eating, they took a walk hand in hand around the gardens, stopping to admire the strutting peacocks. Ross had to admit he was dragging his feet, and that was not like him. This felt a little weird, but he wanted to prove to Maddie that he was willing to go the extra mile to do something to please her. He took her into his arms and kissed her long and slow.


  “Are you ready to go to the Royal Bedchamber, my lady?” he asked.


  “Really?” she squealed, laughing delightedly. “I didn’t think you would do it.”


  “I made the reservation and ordered some costumes, but I don’t know yet how far down this road I’m willing to go. I am willing to give it a try since you said you wanted to.” He grinned at her. “We’re not doing Anne Boleyn though. I did some internet research on BDSM in general and on her history. I now know more about Anne Boleyn than I ever expected to. It’s just too sad to be any fun. I thought you could be the queen’s lady-in-waiting or something, and I could be a randy prince, and we could sneak into the Royal Bedchamber to fool around. I’m sorry, baby, but my imagination seems to be a little stunted. Maybe I’ll get better at this with some practice.”


  “I could settle for that. I’m just pleased that you’re willing to give it a try and that you went to so much trouble.” She smiled at him as he took her hand and led her toward the Royal Bedchamber theme room. She had told him that she had not seen all the rooms, and he knew that she was going to be surprised. Ross had ordered a chilled bottle of champagne and a tray of hors d’oeuvres to be delivered to the room as well in case they got hungry later. He was planning for it to be a long night. Ross knew he wouldn’t have any problem with the sex part, but the role playing was going to be a challenge. When they arrived at the door to the theme room, he took the key from his pocket, opened the door, and ushered her inside.


  “Oh, Ross. It looks just like a room from a romance novel. I had no idea it was so elegant. This is going to be fun.” The deep red and gold tapestry hangings and bed covers on the heavily carved bed paired with the rubbed walnut wainscoting, stone floor, and oil paintings gave the room the look of an opulent Old English palace bed chamber of an undefined time period. He could see from her sparkling eyes that she was excited, and her excitement was contagious.


  “Okay, your costume is in the bathroom. When you come out, you have to be in character. I’ll change out here so we can start together. I did some reading up on BDSM role playing this afternoon on the computer in the library. When you come out of the bathroom, we’re in the scene. You will call me ‘Your Highness’ or ‘Your Majesty,’ and I’ll call you ‘my lady’ or Madison. If I do anything you don’t like, just say the safe word ‘Magnolia,’ and I’ll stop. Struggling and protesting without the safe word will just be taken as part of the scene, so remember you have to say the word if you want me to stop. What’s the safe word?”


  “Magnolia,” she repeated with a grin as she scampered into the bathroom to change.


  Ross shook his head. What the hell am I doing? Oh well, it’s one night hopefully in a long lifetime. Let’s see what happens. He took off his clothes and put on the unfamiliar court costume. When he turned around, Maddie was standing in the bathroom doorway wearing a long, heavily draped gown bound with gold cord around her waist. She also wore a lacy underdress of some white gauzy material. Her long dark hair was around her shoulders. The gown was extremely low cut, and the creamy mounds of her breasts were prominently on display. She took his breath away. She had a vulnerable uncertain look on her face, but she looked excited as well. It was almost enough to make him forget how foolish he felt.


  “Your Highness, I am sure we should not be in the queen’s chamber. What will happen if we get caught?” She smiled tentatively at him. He could see her pulse beginning to flutter at her throat as the adrenaline began to pump.


  “Nothing will happen to me, little maid-in-waiting, but you may well lose your position at court and be sent home in disgrace, so you had better please me,” he said with a devilish smile. He was starting to get into this. Mike had told him it was sexy and fun and that was why they did it.


  “Your Majesty, please have mercy. I was sent to Court to make an advantageous marriage. I cannot be sent home in disgrace.” She looked terrified, but he could see the gleam in her eyes as she struggled not to laugh. It seemed they were both finding this little adventure to be a riot.


  “Then come here, little one, and I will remove your gown.” When she tentatively stepped closer to him, he reached out and pulled the gold cord around her waist, loosening the folds of the gown which opened down the front. He reached out and tore the gauzy underdress from neck to hem. It was fastened with Velcro for easy, but noisy, removal.


  She screamed, apparently startling herself as well as him. “My goodness. I guess that’s why they call those sexy novels bodice rippers,” she said forgetting to stay in character for a moment.


  He had her naked in seconds. She struggled against him as he ran his hands up her rib cage and captured the tantalizing, round globes of her breasts and crushed his face to them. He caught one puckered, raspberry nipple between his lips and nipped, then took the other in his mouth. He dragged her toward the bed, pushed her onto the tapestry coverlet, and came down on top of her, pressing his lips to hers in a stunning kiss. He ran his hands up her bare leg, savoring the creamy skin of her inner thighs. She was breathing hard.


  “Your Majesty, please do not ravish me. I must be a virgin on my wedding night!”


  “Ha! Your future husband’s loss is my gain, wench!” He smiled in anticipation as he gazed at the damp curls of her sex. He could see that she was excited as his cock throbbed inside the tight costume. “Disrobe me, wench. I am tired of waiting for your favors.” The Three Musketeers movie was coming in handy just now as a source of inspiration.


  Maddie made quick work of removing Ross’s shoes and tights, the period tunic and neck piece. Before he knew it, she had him naked on the bed as well. He rolled her under him and grasped her delicate wrists in his big hands and held them over her head. He lowered his lips to hers and kissed her hard. He ran his tongue down her throat and circled her nipples as she strained against him on the bed. He looked into her eyes to be sure she was still in the scene and not really frightened. She looked back at him and pressed her creamy pussy against his straining cock as she invited him in. He plunged into her as she wrapped her long legs around his waist and clung to him for dear life. He rode her bucking body to a shattering climax as a hot stream of semen jetted into her womb, and their bodies soared into the stratosphere. As he slowly regained his senses, his throbbing cock was still buried in her damp heat. He released her wrists, rolled over onto his back, and let her take the dominant position.


   


  * * * *


   


  Playing with fire, Madison kissed him, plunging her tongue into his mouth as her long, dark hair fell down around him and framed his face. She felt his growing erection inside her. She rose up above him and began to ride his steel-hard cock as they came ever closer to another explosion. They raced to another stunning orgasm like horses to the finish line. She had been told that these scenes could be very stimulating and could really get the heart pumping, but she had not expected it to be this realistic or this exciting. She could see why people got involved in role-playing. It took one totally out of oneself for a while. It was exhilarating. She was suddenly glad for all the romance novels she had devoured while she was pregnant.


  Slowly their breathing returned to normal. Ross got up and went to the bathroom. He returned to the bed with a steaming hot cloth, which he used to clean Maddie. He then rolled them both under the bed covers. He pulled her up against his chest and let her rest there. She was exhausted, but the feeling of contentment and safety she felt in his arms was amazing.


  “Rest, baby. We’ll sleep a little and then see what else we can come up with. We are far from done. This is really a lot more fun than I expected it to be,” he said into her ear.


  Sometime later, Maddie awoke nestled in Ross’s arms. She just laid there savoring the sensation, storing it away in her memory to be enjoyed later—just in case things did not work out. She had learned from bitter experience that not all wishes come true. And she knew what she was wishing. She wanted a lifetime of this safe, content feeling with Ross, seasoned with healthy dashes of love and sexy excitement. She thought that would be the best recipe for a long and happy life together. She knew he loved Nickie, and she thought that he loved her, too. But was it enough to overcome the past nine years of absence? She knew he felt cheated out of Nickie’s early years and all he had missed. She wished with all her heart she could give them back to him.


  Maddie rolled over in his arms and kissed his eyelids and then his neck. As he woke, she ran her lips and tongue down his neck and over his sculpted chest. She followed the arrow of black hair down the center of his chest to the nest of black curls cushioning his awakening cock. His cock stirred in arousal, and he smiled into her heavy lidded eyes. She continued tasting and exploring as she watched the play of emotions cross his face.


  She could see that he was delighted by her brave exploration, and his semierect cock grew harder in anticipation. She ran her tongue around the crown of his now-bobbing shaft and across the cleft in the tip, lightly licking the drop of pearly pre-cum waiting there. She ran her small, gentle hands up and down the shaft as she sucked the tip. She increased the friction and suction and used her talented tongue to bring him to the edge. He gave a shout as a jet of his hot seed shot into her mouth. She swallowed the unexpected spurt and laughed as she looked up into his eyes. He brushed the strands of dark hair from her face and pulled her up onto his chest. He kissed her deeply, and she tasted his seed on her tongue. The feeling was as intimate as feeling his cock buried in her womb. She did not imagine they could get much closer than this.


   


  * * * *


   


  Ross pulled her under him and plunged into her creamy pussy, his still-hard cock pulsing as each rippling wave of pleasure rolled through them, and they rushed to another explosive orgasm. “Baby, I think you’ve just about drained me dry for the moment.” He laughed into her glowing eyes.


  He rose from the bed and went to the refrigerator hidden in the antique armoire. He brought out the chilled champagne and two stemmed glasses. Then he got the midnight picnic of chocolate covered strawberries and delicate French pastries and put them on the bed. After popping the cork on the champagne and pouring two over-flowing glasses, he handed one to Maddie and took one for himself. He raised his glass and clinked with her and said, “Here’s to a long life together and many silly adventures.”


  She smiled and replied, “I couldn’t make a better wish for us myself.”


  Ross and Maddie enjoyed their midnight picnic and relaxed for a while then hung their costumes in the armoire, straightened the room a bit, and returned to the suite.


  “I have to admit, babe, that was a lot more fun than I thought it would be. I was kind of dreading the role-playing thing. Maybe there’s something to this,” he said with a grin. Life is full of surprises! Eight year old sons, BDSM. Jeez, what’s next?


  “I don’t think I’d want to do it all the time, but I can see that it could be a blast once in a while!”


  
Chapter Twenty-Two


   


  The next day, Ross and Madison joined the couples having brunch on the veranda. It was a chatty, fun group, and Ross was pleased that Maddie was quickly absorbed into the conversation.


  Kelly Devereau winked at her and leaned over and whispered, “Relax. These are good people.” Maddie smiled her gratitude and, squeezing Ross’s hand, joined in.


  The conversation was general but slowly drifted toward horses. Jason and Justin wanted to know the latest progress on Rockstar’s training. It seemed the entire group from the club was planning an excursion to Louisville the first Saturday in May to see him run in the Kentucky Derby. It was looking like he would be a long shot with a very dedicated local following. Who wouldn’t root for the underdog? Just the fact that he was Florida bred guaranteed him the hometown vote, never mind his being a hard-luck horse.


  “His training is coming along very well. We’re working on getting him completely comfortable running on the track with other horses coming up on his blind side. He’s still a little sensitive about that. His jockey, Belinda Jones, is young but quite experienced, and they have developed a good rapport. He trusts her. She’s a strong rider with great hands. We’re experimenting with blinkers and other devices. We’re trying to figure out what works best. Even handling him around the barn can be a challenge,” Ross said.


  “What actually happened to his eye?” Jason asked.


  “We don’t really know. He had an accident in pasture when he was a yearling. We took him to Gainesville to the UF Large Animal Veterinary Hospital, and they were successful in saving the eye, but he is blind on that side. After we brought him home, we had to medicate the eye every two hours around the clock for a couple of weeks. It was a team effort with everyone taking shifts.”


  “I’ve been following his stats in Wire to Wire. It looks like he’s been doing great,” Jason said.


  “He’s a hell of a horse, extremely brave and competitive, and very, very fast,” Ross explained. “It should be an interesting year. He won the Grade 1 Breeder’s Cup Juvenile race for two-year-olds at Churchill Downs, a mile and one-sixteenth, by four lengths. We’ve nominated him and paid the nomination and entry fees for the Derby, so we are definitely going, barring any medical reasons not to race. We have him entered in several Grade 2 and 3 prep races, and he’s galloping a mile and a quarter at home with ease. We’re very hopeful.”


  “Well, I’ll be flying our little group up to Louisville for the festivities next May. We’re all looking forward to it,” Justin said with a grin. “I guess he’ll probably be a long shot due to the sight issues. I look forward to placing some heavy bets.”


  “I’m planning on paying for Emmy’s college tuition, as well as that of her little brother or sister to be, with my bets,” Jason said with a huge grin and laughed when Calleigh punched him in the arm. When what he had actually said sank in, congratulations and back pounding abounded.


  At that moment, a newcomer approached the table. “Good morning. I haven’t seen you here before, Hamilton,” Matt Jackson, another member of the club and Thoroughbred breeder, said as he approached the table. Matt was the CEO of Jackson Stud, the owner and breeder of the current Kentucky Derby favorite, Perfidy. Although it was still early in the game for a favorite to be determined, Perfidy was looking good for the top slot.


  Ross knew from discussions with Mike that Matt Jackson had the reputation at the club of being a serious Dom and a bit of a hard ass, although not particularly cruel. He was tall and muscular with wavy, auburn hair and dark-green eyes that looked almost black in the shade of the veranda. He was very good-looking in a rather harsh and ruthless way. His high cheekbones and hawkish nose harkened back to the Cherokee heritage a few generations back on his mother’s side and gave his face a slight but unexpected Native American cast.


  “I don’t make it a habit, Jackson. How’s it going? Do you think Perfidy will still be the favorite by next May?” Ross was making an attempt to be somewhat civil and hold his temper, but it was a toss-up where Matt Jackson was concerned. Ross and Matt had a bit of a history since the previous year when Matt had tried to hire Belinda Jones to ride for his stable. She had resisted his blandishments, much to his chagrin, preferring to continue her work with Rockstar and ride the other Eden Creek entries. Ross had taken the attempt to hijack his top jockey very personally, and there had been some bad blood between the two men ever since.


  “It’s still a long way off, and we both have a number of prep races to get through. It will be good for the industry to have at least two Florida Breds in the field. Give my regards to Belinda,” he said with a smirk on his rugged face. “Good luck. And enjoy the weekend.” He gave Maddie a speculative look.


  As Matt turned away from the table and started to walk away, Ross finally lost control of his temper. He jumped up and grabbed Matt’s shoulder roughly. Matt turned back and, without any warning, let a left hook with a good amount of power behind it fly and connect with Ross’s jaw. “You need to learn some manners, youngster. What’s your problem?”


  Ross was stunned, but he didn’t go down. “You are you son of a bitch. I don’t appreciate your snarky reference to Bee, or your snide looks at Maddie.” He retaliated with a right intended for Matt’s face, but it was blocked by Matt’s forearm.


  “This is not the time or the place…As for my dealings with Belinda, that’s none of your concern. It’s just business.”


  Maddie bounced out of her seat and grabbed Ross’s arm. “Stop it this minute. What is wrong with you?” She shook her head.


  Ross got a hold of himself and shook Maddie’s hand off his arm. “Sorry. I’m okay, Maddie. Sorry, Jackson. Something about you just makes me see red, but that was uncalled for…mostly.”


  “Apology accepted, Hamilton…mostly. Anytime you want to take it outside, let me know.” He nodded politely to the women at the table and turned to go.


  Ross turned to Maddie and said, “I’m sorry, babe, just a little bit of the Hamilton hot temper getting out. Sometimes I really have to work to control it. That guy is a royal pain in my ass.”


  The other members of the party made an effort to return to their conversation and give Ross a chance to calm down. After a few minutes, the table had returned to normal.


  “Oh, I almost forgot. I was going to mention this to you, but I got sidetracked by Jackson. There’s a small, local horse show next weekend, and I thought we might let Nickie participate. I think he’s ready for Tadpole Jumper over cross rails, maybe short stirrups, and a class or two on the flat.”


  “Do you really think Nickie’s ready to compete?” Maddie looked a little apprehensive. “I guess I have to be a ‘Show Mom’ sooner or later. That’s a picture I’m not completely ready for.”


  “Of course I think he’s ready. The kid’s a Hamilton. Do you think I’d set him up for a failure? He’ll be fine. Besides, Meatball has been there and done that—ad nauseam. Jacqui ran him through the show ringer. He can be counted on to have a good show. Maybe Nickie can stay over a few nights this week, and we’ll work on his show manners. I’ll pick up the show clothes he needs and make sure Meatball’s tack is in order. The kid’s seat has got superglue on it. No problem there.”


  “Just like his dad’s.” Jason laughed. “I remember watching you at HITS a few times. You and that stallion of yours were unbeatable.”


  The pain squeezed around his heart. He shook it off and said, “That’s right. We were unbeatable. There’s never been another horse like him.” Maddie flinched ever so slightly.


  It was assured that the following Saturday Nickie would have a gallery of enthusiastic fans as everyone wanted to attend his first horse show at the arena.


   


  * * * *


   


  As the group broke up to go their separate ways for the afternoon, Ross took Maddie’s hand and bent down to whisper in her ear, “I have a surprise for you. I booked the Medieval Bedroom for the afternoon. We have to pick out costumes.”


  Maddie gasped. She really had not thought he would instigate another role playing scene without her pushing the issue. “Really? I’m surprised.”


  “What should we do? Do you have any fantasy you’d like to try?”


  Maddie blushed and whispered in his ear. “Are you sure, babe?” Maddie could tell he was dubious.


  She nodded. “It’s all those ‘bodice ripper’ romances I read when I was pregnant. They always turned me on. Especially that Johanna Lindsay! I must have read fifty of them at least. All her heroines get at least one good spanking per book. I wouldn’t want to live it, but it’s always been in the back of my mind…”


  “A Scottish laird? I don’t know if I could manage the accent.”


  “Don’t worry about the accent, that’s not the part that’s been nagging at the back of my mind all these years,” she grinned.


  “Okay, but promise you’ll use the safe word if it gets to be too much for you. Remember, ‘Magnolia.’ Crying and all won’t get me to stop. I’ll just think it’s part of the scene.”


  “No problem. I have a high regard for my hide. If it’s too much, I’ll safe word out.”


  They picked out costumes in Wardrobe. Maddie chose a low-cut, blue and black plaid gown with white lace trim. The ticket on the gown said it was a “McLeod” plaid. Ross could not be coaxed into wearing a kilt. The furthest he would go was tight, black leather pants with high black boots and a plaid sash which had been marked as a “McDonald” plaid. It wasn’t perfect, but she was happy with the compromise. Maggie was impressed. The wardrobe mistress and her assistant really did a lot of research to make the costumes authentic as well as utilitarian with easily ripped seams and fastenings.


  As they walked toward the Medieval theme room, Ross asked, “Do you want to go over the scene before we go in?”


  “How about if I’m a captive of the laird being held for ransom or to be forced into marriage to cement an alliance. I try to escape by trying to ride one of the war horses out of the castle courtyard and get caught. You, the Laird, drag me back to your bedchamber. I think we can take it from there.”


  “Okay, got it. Are you sure? You really want a ‘good spanking?’”


  “I’m sure. Let’s do it.”


  Ross unlocked the theme room door and they entered. Maddie went into the bathroom to change while Ross put on the plaid sash, black leather pants and boots. When he was ready he said, “I’ll wait for you outside, so we can make our entrance.”


  “I’ll be out in a minute. All this lacing takes time. I don’t know how they lived without zippers and buttons back then.” The bodice was tight and emphasized her breasts which were pushed up to the max.


  Maddie was almost speechless when she saw Ross in the tight black leather pants and high boots. He was just gorgeous. His arms and chest rippled with sleek muscles and the arrow of black hair running down his abdomen under the waist band caught her eye and wouldn’t let go. He looked like the cover of one of those racy novels she had so loved and used to escape the reality of her life all those years ago.


  Once Maddie had come out of the theme room, Ross wasted no time. Grabbing her upper arm roughly, he forced her back into the room. “Your escape attempt is going to cost you Lady Madison. You know I am going to have to punish you. Not only did you endanger your life by riding Thunderbolt, my war horse, but you tried to steal my best mount. You could be hung for that offense if you weren’t such a valuable hostage and going to be my wife.”


  “I’ll never be your wife. And I’m perfectly capable of riding Thunderbolt. I was trained by my father as a warrior since he has no sons.”


  “That remains to be seen. But be that as it may, you are under my protection now, and I’ll not have my woman riding a war horse astride. Disrobe and come here. I am going to paddle your backside.”


  Maddie made a horrified expression, but inside she was grinning. She made a run for the door, but Ross caught her. He dragged her roughly to his chest before he plundered her mouth with a savage kiss. Her heart was pumping a mile a minute as he sat on the edge of the bed and pulled her down across his lap. He raised the voluminous skirts and petticoats of her gown and bared her bottom as she squirmed and tried to escape. “Be still or I will double your punishment, wench.”


  “I’ll never give in to you,” she said as she continued to struggle. She was determined to give him a run for his money.


  The first stinging smack came down dead center on her upraised butt, and it was a revelation. Maddie had a moment’s doubt about the advisability of the idea, but as the sting spread out and lessened, she knew it was something she had always wanted to try, and she was determined not to wimp out. She felt the spike of desire run straight to her pussy. As she continued to struggle, Ross landed several more hard, stinging smacks.


  “You are a beast. I’ll never marry you,” she gasped. She could feel the hand prints on her tender bottom and knew it must be getting as red as it was sore.


  “Oh, but you will, Lady Madison. I need an alliance with the McLeod, as well as your very plump dowry. I rather like your very plump ass as well,” he leered as he delivered another stinging slap to her defenseless bottom. “The longer you struggle, the longer I will continue to beat your butt.”


  Several more slaps followed before Madison gasped and said, “All right, my Lord. I concede. I’m sorry I tried to steal your horse.”


  Another smack did not follow. Madison felt him run his big hand over her very hot bottom, stroking and soothing the abused flesh that would probably still be tender from the spanking tomorrow. He spread her legs and slid his hand down to her very wet pussy. This experience was powerful and evoked emotions she couldn’t explain to herself. Maybe it was a way to expiate her guilt over their many issues, or maybe it was just an erotic urge she had for years. I guess there’s a reason they write this stuff. He ran his finger through her wetness as he stroked her aching clit. She tried to hurry him along by raising her hot bottom to his touch, but he would not be rushed. He kept her splayed over his lap as he played with her sex, keeping her just on the edge of fulfillment as she squirmed with want. Finally, he loosened the fastening over his bulging cock. As she looked over her shoulder, she watched it spring free from the constriction of the tight leather. Apparently, the scene had affected him as strongly as it had affected her.


  He lifted her off his lap and turned her around facing the bed. “Bend over the bed, Lady Madison. I am going to make you mine.”


  “Yes, my Lord. Claim my virginity.” She was desperate for him, hot and twitchy with need.


  Her pussy was burning as she complied. He positioned her at the edge of the bed, and pushing the crotch of his pants open further, he plunged into her hot pussy from behind. She strained back to take him in as deeply as she could as he started to stroke his massive erection into her tight channel. The feeling was exquisite. She was burning up from the inside as well as from the outside. As he plunged relentlessly into her, she relished the increasing need until it burst forth in a soaring orgasm that rocked her world and left her spent. He followed her over the edge as his balls convulsed, and his seed burst into her waiting womb. She felt some of the guilt she had been carrying inside her slide away. Maybe there is something to be said for a good spanking.


   


  * * * *


   


  Ross was shocked at his own response to the scene. He had thought a few times after he had learned about his son and first seen Madison again that he would like to spank her butt for all she had put him and herself through by not letting him know she was pregnant. He had never expected to be aroused by the act of actually paddling her bottom until it was a very satisfying red. When he had seen that first red handprint on her butt, his arousal had skyrocketed. Maybe the scene had reminded him of the time after the accident that took Flashfire so many years ago. Or maybe it was just the catharsis of the spanking that released the anger he had been harboring, but he felt the relief well up in his chest as some of his deeply held rage dissipated. Regardless, he had been hot, emotionally and physically. He wasn’t surprised that he had not been able to wait to bury his steel-hard shaft in her tight, slick pussy.


  He held his position inside her as their pulses came back to normal, and then he pulled her into his arms and fell back on the bed. “That was amazing, Lady Madison. I have to say, I’ve never done that before, but I might be talked into doing it again.”


  “Well, my Lord, I’ll have to see just how long my butt stays sore before I decide if I want to try that again. But I have to admit, it was pretty intense.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Wednesday afternoon, Maddie packed up Nickie’s necessities and dropped him off at the farm. Ross would be taking him to school and picking him up each afternoon. Maddie had seen the look on Ross’s face at breakfast on Saturday. Although the remainder of the weekend had gone smoothly, and they had a fabulous time, she was concerned. She knew he had never completely gotten over the loss of Flashfire, but she had hoped the pain had been dulled by time. Apparently, that was not entirely the case. She knew Ross no longer blamed her, but she still felt the guilt of that long ago day acutely herself. The old guilt, pain, and loss ripped through her heart all week as she anxiously waited for Nickie’s show debut. She knew Ross and Nickie were going to enjoy the few days of father-son time, and she was glad they would have the opportunity to be alone together. She had some thinking to do.


  Ross drilled Nickie on proper show ring etiquette and exactly what would be expected of him and his pony as competitors. He explained that the rules in the short stirrups classes Nickie would enter were a little more relaxed, but unsportsmanlike behavior was frowned on and would not be acceptable. Explaining to the little ones why they could not win every class was a challenge. Winning and losing were a part of life and had to be accepted.


   


  * * * *


   


  Saturday morning, Madison could see that Nickie was excited, and Meatball had been groomed to within an inch of his life. He had been bathed, had his mane pulled, bridle path and ears clipped, whiskers shaved, and tail braided. He looked gorgeous. Jacqui had helped Nickie get the pony ready. She was a horse show veteran and gave Nickie some of the scoop his parents neglected to tell him. Meatball was a good sport and had been down the show trail many times. Madison arrived at the farm in time to help Ross and Nickie load Meatball into the three-horse trailer, the smallest one the farm owned. Tack and show clothes had been put in the trailer’s tack room the night before, and all was ready for the trip to the show grounds. Nickie was primed and talked nonstop, leaving the adults to their own thoughts.


  When they arrived at the show grounds, Meatball was unloaded and put in a temporary stall which would be his for the day. Maddie got Nickie outfitted in his show attire and warned him to “Stay Clean,” probably a hopeless request. Maddie had a few teary moments as she realized she was now officially a “Show Mom.” My boy is going to be in his first horse show. This is a milestone moment. After the many years of showing herself, this was a rude awakening! Maddie could see that the two grandmothers, Mom Mom and Grammy Barb, had the same emotional moment. They were now “Show Grandmothers” instead of “Show Moms.”


  Grammy Barb took Maddie aside in the barn and said, “I know I’ve been a little cool to you, Maddie. I just couldn’t help being angry over missing so much of Nickie’s life. But I want to say thank you for the wonderful job you did raising our boy and for not taking the easy route and terminating your pregnancy. That would have been the expeditious thing to do, and I know many young women are forced to make that choice. I’m glad you chose differently and that we can all have the opportunity to love Nickie and be a part of his life. Seeing him here today, doing the same thing his daddy did twenty years ago, made me realize how lucky we really are.” She took Maddie into her arms for a strong hug. “Welcome to the family. I’m glad you’re here. I hope you can forgive me for my initial misgivings.”


  “Grammy Barb, Nickie’s lucky to have such wonderful grandparents, and I’m glad to be a part of this family, too. I understand your feelings, but I hope you realize I never meant to hurt any of you. I was young and didn’t know what to do. I was lucky to have a supportive grammy of my own. I don’t know what I would have done without Grammatha.” They hugged again, each of them sniffling a little.


  Before long, however, everyone was all smiles as they, and their friends from the club, proudly watched Nickie get ready to enter the arena. He looked adorable in his riding britches, English show jacket, shirt and tie, and black velvet riding helmet. A million pictures were taken. Maddie could see that Grammy Barb was particularly moved. She would be remembering how her son had looked in a similar outfit so many years ago. Ross had taken to show jumping like a fish to water, and it seemed Nickie may have as well.


  As each competitor entered the ring and rode the course of small X jumps, Maddie became more nervous. Nickie’s turn was approaching. Ross continued to coach Nickie in what was expected as he held her tight against his side. He gave her hand an encouraging squeeze as Nickie entered the arena for his first ride. He was out there all alone, and it was a wrenching moment for her. She was anxious, first for his safety and second for his success. A successful first experience was to be hoped for as it set the tone for future excursions.


  “He’s going to do great, Mom! Don’t worry so much. Everything will be fine,” Ross assured her.


  As Maddie and Ross held their collective breath, Nickie and Meatball flew around the arena, clearing the small jumps with a foot to spare. Nickie had the self-assured and comfortable posture on a horse that Ross had exhibited as an open jumper. He was just a natural. Also, as Ross had promised, Meatball was a pro at it. The little X jumps were nothing for him. It would be interesting to see how they did on the slightly higher jumps and flat classes coming up later in the program.


  Nickie placed first in his Tadpole class and was extremely proud of his first blue ribbon. “And first place in Tadpole Jumpers goes to Nicholas Ross Snow-Hamilton riding Spaghetti and Meatballs! Sounds good to me, folks! Good job, Nicholas!” the announcer said over the loudspeaker broadcast over the entire show grounds.


  Nickie threw his arms around Meatball’s neck and hugged him—they were a team. Maddie dreaded the time that Nickie would outgrow this fabulous pony and have to give up riding him. She knew it would be wrenching, but that was a long way off and not to be worried about today. The one good thing was that Meatball would always have a home at Eden Creek and would never have to be sold down the road. He would enjoy a comfortable retirement there when the time came and hopefully would have other children to love him into old age. Maddie was delighted with Nickie’s first-place ribbon but stressed the need for good sportsmanship and humility. They advised him that he would probably not win all of his classes. That warning was for naught, however, as Nickie took first place in all his classes, much to the dismay and slight grumbling of the other competitors.


  “This is where the sportsmanship comes in, Nickie. You have to be a gracious winner as well as a good loser.” Maddie privately thought there probably wouldn’t be too many opportunities to be a good loser if this first show and Nickie’s innate abilities were any indication. She would definitely have to work on that, or her son might become a little obnoxious, and she couldn’t have that. This was supposed to be a character building activity, not an opportunity to become a Grade A brat as did so many horse show kids. She had known a lot of them in her own horse show days. She had to work as a groom braiding manes and tacking up horses to help pay her show expenses, and some of the privileged girls had made her life hell. She wouldn’t allow her kid to become a brat. Her parents could well afford for her to show, but they had wanted to impress on her a sense of responsibility and teach her she had to work for what she wanted, and they had succeeded.


  Nickie’s classes were done by noon, and they packed up the trailer and returned to the farm to drop off Meatball before taking Nickie out to lunch. “Why can’t Meatball come, too? He won the ribbons with me.” Nickie was good at sharing the credit.


  “You’re too silly, Nickie. Meatball can’t come to a restaurant. But we can give him tons of carrots when we get back for being such a good pony,” Maddie promised.


  When they were in the truck heading to the restaurant, Maddie said, “The change of name at the horse show did not slip past my radar, Ross. I heard them announce the winner as ‘Nicholas Ross Snow-Hamilton.’ You must have registered him that way.”


  “I did. We need to talk about this later. I talked to Jason last weekend, and he suggested that we might want to do a change of name for Nickie in the future. He said it wouldn’t be any problem. I know you’ve been on this path by yourself for nine years, but you are not on it alone any more. I want my son to have my name.”


  “I thought this might be coming, and frankly, I don’t object. I think Nickie should have your name. ‘Snow-Hamilton’ is a mouthful, but it can be that way on the legal papers. He can just be Hamilton for general use.” She smiled at him. She could see he had been expecting an objection from her, and she had thrown a monkey wrench into his arguments. Sometimes it’s good to surprise them. “We can talk to Jason about the change of name proceedings, and maybe it can be done as soon as possible to avoid confusion later.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Ross was delighted. Now if only he could get Madison to change her name so easily. He’d have to work on that, he thought. One step at a time. First my son, and then my wife.


  
Chapter Twenty-Three


   


  The following Friday morning, Ross had a few errands to run in town, and then he met with Jason Steele at his office. They discussed a number of legal matters—first, a change of name for Nickie, then a change to Ross’s Last Will and Testament, and finally a Living Trust for Nickie and future unborn children. Ross knew he needed to think ahead. Ross knew Maddie and her family had made provisions for Nickie’s education, and that was great. He just needed to make sure that everything on his side was in order as well.


  “Are you sure you don’t want to wait to execute the will until after you’re married?” Jason asked. Ross had confided that he fully intended to have Madison Snow as his wife. He wasn’t planning to let her slip away a second time.


  “No. I’m working on it, Jason. It may take a little time to convince her, but I know what I have to do. I want provisions made for Nickie and Maddie now. But this is strictly between us.”


  “Of course. Lawyer-client confidentiality applies.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Madison smiled as she answered her cell and found Ross on the line.


  “How about dinner at my house tonight? I can throw on a couple of steaks. You’ve been doing all the cooking,” he said.


  “That sounds good. Do you want Nickie to spend the night?” she asked. She didn’t like to take anything for granted.


  “Actually, I want both of you to spend the night. What do you say?”


  Ross…I don’t know… It might be confusing for Nickie.” She was hesitant to put their relationship to the test and risk disappointing Nickie if things did not work out.


  “I think what’s confusing for Nickie is why his parents don’t live together. I realize we have to talk this out, but I would like you both to spend the night so we can do that.”


  “All right. In for a penny, in for a pound, I guess. I’ll bring PJs and stuff for Nickie when we come out to ride this afternoon.”


  “Not necessary. Just bring clean clothes for tomorrow. I have everything else. You don’t need any PJs either.” She could hear the devilish grin in his voice.


  “Is that so?” The man is incorrigible. “Okay, just clothes for tomorrow then.” Maddie was surprised. She had known Ross had outfitted a bedroom for Nickie in his house, but she had not known he had all the other amenities right down to pajamas and toothbrush as well. Hmmm…this was serious. What’s he up to? Maddie had felt that Ross’s patience was starting to fray a bit in recent weeks, but she had thought that once they resumed their physical relationship he would settle down. Apparently not. It seemed he wasn’t satisfied with half a loaf…


  That afternoon, Nickie had a great riding lesson. Ross had raised the poles to eighteen inches, and he and Meatball cleared them as easily as the little X jumps. They all enjoyed their trail ride and swim in the pond. Nickie was excited to know both he and his mother were spending the night at the farm. She knew that although he loved sleeping over at his dad’s house, he also wanted her near. It had been just the two of them for eight years. She also knew he was ever hopeful for another “midnight episode” since he had missed the excitement the last time. Maddie hoped he would be disappointed in that regard at least.


  Back at the barn, Nickie had completed his chores and lavished Meatball with enough carrots to change his coat color to orange. They had all gone back to Ross’s house, and Maddie threw a salad together and put potatoes in the microwave while Ross fired up the grill and started the steaks. Nickie moved from the patio to the kitchen and back again, keeping an eye on both his parents, while he played Angry Birds on the ever present iPad.


  “Mom? I really like it when you are here with me and Dad. I don’t like to leave you at home.” He looked up at her with the desire for a family life naked in his eyes.


  “I know, sweetie. We’ll just have to see how things work out. You can’t rush some things. They just have to happen in their own time. It’s sort of like waiting for Christmas morning!” She would have to be careful not to let her desire to give Nickie what he so clearly wanted unduly influence her actions. She had to be the responsible adult here.


  Dinner on the patio was great, and Nickie was clearly in his element. They settled in on Ross’s huge leather couch with a big bowl of popcorn and watched the movie Cars on Ross’s plasma television. Maddie just grinned and accepted the annoying loud car sounds that so thrilled Nickie. They had only watched the movie a few hundred times, or so it seemed to her. She raised her eyebrow at Ross and said, “So…this is in your movie collection?”


  He laughed and replied, “Well, I did pick up a few DVDs for Nickie. I knew you wouldn’t want him watching Transformers flicks!”


  “Good thinking, Dad!” She grinned and tucked her toes under his leg on the couch while Nickie planted himself squarely between the two of them. He was thrilled, and Maddie could see the hope in his eyes. It was hard to resist.


  When the movie was over, Ross said, “Nickie, it’s time for bed, but first I want to tell you and your mom something. I went to see our lawyer today. He’s going to file papers at court next week to change your name to Nicholas Ross Snow-Hamilton. From now on you’ll be Nickie Hamilton. What do you think about that?”


  “At school and all?” Nickie asked, seeming somewhat confused.


  “Yes. Your legal name will be Snow-Hamilton because both your mom and I want you to have our names. But you can just be Nickie Hamilton for short. That will be your name for everyday use. You see, I’m very proud to be your dad, and I want you to have my name like other kids have their dad’s name.”


  “Okay. Do I have to tell everybody at school?” Nickie just seemed to take it all in stride.


  “No. Your mom and I will take care of that. Just start using Hamilton on your papers and things. Before you know it, no one will even remember that it was ever different.”


  Ross and Maddie kissed Nickie good night and tucked him into his bed. Maddie looked around the room and smiled at the collection of Angry Birds and Transformers lined up on the shelf above the bed. Ross had gone the extra mile to make Nickie comfortable in this house, and she was grateful.


   


  * * * *


   


  Ross poured two glasses of wine and joined Maddie on the couch. “How do you feel about this? We did discuss it the other day. I had some other business with Jason, and I didn’t want to wait to take care of this. It’s very important to me.”


  “I’m okay with it. I told you I didn’t mind. Actually, you can tell Jason to drop the ‘Snow’ part. I think it’s too confusing. Nickie will get used to being ‘Hamilton’ quickly enough, and I don’t think we need to cloud the issue.”


  “And what about you?” Ross put his glass down on the table and moved to pull her up against his chest. “Would you consider dropping the ‘Snow’ part and being just Madison Hamilton?” He held his breath as he waited for her to realize he had just asked her to marry him.


  She looked up, surprise written on her face. “What are you saying?”


  “I’m saying that I love you, and I want us to get married and be a family. I want you and Nickie here with me. I want any more children we might have together, and I want to be there for the entire process the next time around—and not just come in after the fact.”


  “Are you sure? Are you sure you’ve forgiven me for Flashfire’s accident and for leaving town without telling you I was pregnant? I wouldn’t want to carry any of that old guilt into a new relationship. Can we start fresh?”


  “Absolutely. I’m sorry I was so hard on you at the time of the accident. It was not your fault, and I would have told you so at Christmas that year if I could have found you. As for leaving town without telling me you were pregnant, I can understand how that happened, although I wish it hadn’t. We both missed out on a lot. I didn’t get to hold your hand while you had morning sickness. I didn’t get to see you with my child in your belly or to catch him when he slid out into the big, bright world. You didn’t have my support and love during a scary part of your life, and Nickie didn’t get to have a dad for the first eight years of his life. I think we need to change all of that now. I want us to get married as soon as possible and start living our lives together. What do you think about a Christmas wedding? Or New Year’s at the latest.”


  “In that case, I would love to change my name to Madison Hamilton. And a Christmas wedding would be fabulous.”


  “Then will you wear this?” he asked as he slipped an emerald cut, two-carat white diamond engagement ring with a yellow diamond halo setting onto her finger. The emerald cut diamond had been Grammy Barb’s, and she had suggested that he have it reset for Madison. He had picked it up at the jeweler’s on the Square that morning. He’d been pleased with the way it turned out.


  She gasped. It was stunningly simple and elegant with just enough glitz to catch the eye and shoot sparkles around the room. Ross could see that Madison was clearly thrilled. She threw her arms around Ross’s neck and kissed him deeply to seal the bargain.


  When they came up for air, he said, “I just wish I could have given you this ring nine years ago.”


  She smiled and said, “As you said before, who knows how we would have handled it all back then. I think we’re ready to move ahead and be the family Nickie deserves. I can’t wait to tell everyone, but first I have something for you as well.” She got up and went to her purse on the table and took out a small black box. “I picked this up from the designer today. I was planning to save it for Christmas, but I want you to have it now. I’ve had the raw material since the day of the accident. It’s made from Flashfire’s tail hair.”


  Ross opened the box and found a thick, black, braided horse hair bracelet with a heavy gold lobster claw clasp and end caps. It was masculine and beautiful, but the most important part was the love and understanding that had gone into the gift. Ross was thrilled.


  He grinned and said, “You could not have given me anything that would have meant more to me. We’ll tell the family and Nickie in the morning. Right now, I have some other plans for you.”


  
Chapter Twenty-Four


   


  Churchill Downs, Louisville, Kentucky—First Thursday in May, 2013—Churchill Downs Stables


   


  The shed rows at Churchill Downs were still dark just after three o’clock on Thursday morning. Soon the grooms for the various racing stables currently occupying the barns would begin to arrive and start readying the horses for morning workouts on the last day before Derby weekend.


  Grady Jenkins, one of the Eden Creek grooms, rolled over in his sleep trying to get comfortable on the cot covered with a sleeping bag that was positioned directly in front of the gate to Rockstar’s stall. Rockstar’s stallmate and companion, Buttercup, the pygmy goat, was awake and prowling the stall floor for dropped bits of hay. His ears pricked forward, and he was suddenly alert to the slight noise outside the stall as two men wearing dark pants and sweatshirts with hoods pulled low skulked along the wall toward Rockstar’s stall. Buttercup bleeted in protest at the sound. One carried a rag soaked in chloroform as he approached the sleeping man. The other carried a night stick on a leather cord wrapped around his hand.


  “Damn that goat! He’s gonna wake him up,” one of the men hissed.


  “Well get it done, dumb ass. What are you waiting for?” the other hissed back.


   


  * * * *


   


  For some reason, Matt Jackson had been unable to sleep, and had found himself wide awake in his hotel suite near the racetrack at two thirty in the morning. Giving up, he had pulled on his jeans, a sweatshirt and boots and gone out for a walk, intending to get coffee and a donut at the all night coffee shop near the track. After two cups of coffee and two donuts, he knew for sure he wouldn’t be going back to sleep. Thoughts of that little redheaded jockey of Hamilton’s didn’t help either. He shook his head regretfully. What the hell is that all about? Might as well wander over to the track and watch Perfidy’s morning workout. He enjoyed the atmosphere of the track in the early morning. The mist hung in the air, and it was peaceful and quiet with no suggestion of the morning hustle and bustle to come.


  As he turned the corner and started down the row toward the Jackson Stud stalls, he heard the rustle of fabric against wood. The sound was out of place. He was used the sounds and smells of a horse barn, but this just sent prickles down his spine. He stopped and backed up against the wall. He reached his arm along the stall wall and came in contact with a pitchfork. He wrapped his hand around the stout wooden handle and continued quietly down the row. He turned another corner and saw the two men stealthily approaching the Eden Creek stalls. Something’s not right here.


  He slowly and quietly approached the man with the night stick in his hand, judging him to be the more dangerous of the two. When he was right behind him, he shoved the tines of the pitchfork into the back of the man’s neck, penetrating the skin a good quarter of an inch at least. “What the hell do you think you’re doing here, man? I wouldn’t move if I were you, unless you want me to put this fork the rest of the way through your throat.”


  The commotion roused the sleeping groom who stumbled off the cot and onto his feet. He picked up the large flashlight from the ground next to his cot and shined it on the intruders. He quickly got the picture and smacked the rag carrier across his face with the flashlight. He went down, dropping the rag. Between Grady and Matt, the excitement was over quickly.


  “Do you have a cell phone? I left mine back at the hotel.”


  “Yeah, I got a phone.”


  “Tie this one’s hands and feet with a hay string and then call track security and the Hamiltons while I make sure these guys stay down.”


   


  * * * *


   


  The Track Security team hustled the two men off to the security office while they waited for the police to arrive. Mike and Ross joined the party within minutes.


  As soon as they saw the two miscreants, they realized that they were the men who owned Achilles Racing Stables, the outfit that had tried to hijack the semen sample from Midnight Passion last year. While the Hamiltons had not pressed charges against the two, the damage done to their reputations by Mike’s dissemination of the story throughout the thoroughbred racing community had been substantial. That, combined with the two’s unhealthy jealousy of the Hamilton operation and their own shady inclinations, seemed to be the cause of the current situation. They weren’t talking, but their intentions were obvious. It was just lucky that they had not been able to do any damage, either to Rockstar or Grady. They would definitely be facing criminal charges this time.


  “What were you doing here, Matt?” Mike asked. He was shaken by what could have happened to not only their Derby runner, but to their groom as well.


  “Couldn’t sleep. I went out for a cup of coffee and a donut and ended up walking over here to watch the morning workouts. When I came around the corner, I saw these two skulking around. It looked like they were up to no good.”


  “Well, it seems we have your insomnia to thank for averting a disaster.” Ross held his hand out to shake Matt’s hand. “I don’t think we’re destined to be best friends, but I have to say a sincere and heartfelt thank you for what you did for us today. If we can ever return the favor, let us know. And I have to say, you have a hell of a left hook.”


  Matt grinned. “My pleasure. Glad I was in the right place at the right time.”


  
Epilogue


   


  Churchill Downs, Louisville, Kentucky—First Friday in May, 2013—The Kentucky Oaks


   


  Madison and Calleigh gazed about them and were amazed as they sat in the box on Millionaire’s Row with their friends from Ocala for the 139th running of the Kentucky Oaks, the “Run for the Lilies,” a stakes race for three-year-old fillies with a winning purse of $1,000,000. Known as the first leg of the Filly Triple Crown, the race is a mile and one-eighth on dirt. In order to take the Triple Tiara of Thoroughbred Racing, the winner of the Kentucky Oaks also has to win the Black-Eyed Susan Stakes at Pimlico Race Course and the Acorn Stakes at Belmont Park.


  The grand old racetrack was decked out and gorgeous. It had been trimmed in cotton-candy-pink banners for the event, and most of the spectators wore some shade of pink apparel, hats, and accessories. The ladies from Le Club had carefully coordinated their outfits to avoid any unexpected duplications and to create a harmonious array for any pictures to be taken in the winner’s circle in the event of a win by Calleigh’s Delight.


  “Oh God, Calleigh. Look at these clothes. And the hats. Wow! You know I checked it out on the internet, but I’m still shocked. ”


  “It’s a good thing we all coordinated our outfits and had those shopping trips to Miami. With the limited selection available in Ocala and Gainesville, we could have had wardrobe malfunction big time if we hadn’t been really careful and all worked together.” They had so much fun coordinating everyone’s outfits.


  Maddie wore a pale-pink suit with a pink hat and had insisted that Ross wear a pink tie with his gray pin-stripe suit. Nickie was similarly dressed although he had vehemently protested wearing a suit and pink tie. Ross had shown him little sympathy, telling his son that if Dad had to wear a pink tie, so did he. Calleigh wore a bright-pink sheath dress and matching hat and shoes in honor of Calleigh’s Delight, her namesake. She held two-month old Victoria Rose Steele in her arms. The baby wore a light-pink lace dress and bonnet with little matching shoes. Little Emily Rose Steele, who was almost two years old, wore a matching pink confection that looked good enough to eat as she was held in Jason’s arms. Kelly Devereau, similarly clad in pink, held her five-month-old son, Justin Jr. or J. J., who wore an adorable white shorts outfit with a pink polo shirt while Justin looked on proudly with a pink handkerchief in his pocket and a pink carnation on his lapel. Their friend, Anne Sutton, who had beaten breast cancer several years ago, would be wearing a pink silk coat dress and black hat with a pink ribbon hat band when she walked in the Survivor’s Parade with Jamie Devereau, wearing a pink fedora, prior to the race.


  Eden Creek’s filly, Calleigh’s Delight, was running in the Oaks, and they were all thrilled. Calleigh’s Delight was the daughter of Midnight Passion, the result of an unplanned pasture mating at Eden Creek, and had been born before the end of the year 2010. Midnight Passion had “jumped the fence” and gotten the job done with Elegant Lady without any assistance. This necessitated Delight’s first birthday occurring on the immediately following January 1, 2011 when she was actually only three months old. All Thoroughbreds have their birthday on January 1, so Delight was an early three-year-old. This was generally viewed as a handicap as early three-year-olds were running against older fillies or colts who had the benefit of additional experience as well as time to grow and mature. As a result, Delight was running at twenty-to-one odds on the morning line, the pre-race odds that appear in the racing programs and other racing publications, in a field of nine horses.


  Ross and Mike, as well as their jockey, Belinda Jones, felt that Delight was ready for the competition as she had scored three straight wins as a juvenile culminating in a two length victory in the grade three Tempted Stakes at Belmont Park and the grade two Pocahontas Stakes against Icy Girl, at Churchill Downs. The Oaks, a grade one race, would be her fourth start in four months.


  Everyone in the box stood to watch the Survivor’s Parade and then the post parade to the starting gates. Calleigh’s Delight, her black mane braided to hold a string of pink carnations, walked calmly to the gate. Belinda, wearing the Eden Creek yellow and black silks, held her firmly but had no problem loading her into the gate like the young lady she was. The horn blew, the gates clanged open, and they were off!


  Icy Girl, the favorite who started on the rail, took the early lead down the stretch and into the Clubhouse Turn. The field ran close together down the back stretch, but Icy Girl was caught in the wash as Calleigh’s Delight came flying around the final turn, taking the lead and putting Icy Girl and the rest of the field firmly behind her. The field began to creep up as they headed toward the wire, but Calleigh’s Delight shot forward like a cannonball to fly under the wire a length and a half ahead of the field completing the race in 1:50:30.


  The announcer called the race. Calleigh’s Delight by a length and a half, Icy Girl to place, and Improper Lady, Matt Jackson’s horse, to show. Eden Creek Farm had another long shot winner at twenty to one, and the stands erupted. Ross picked Maddie up and twirled her around as Nickie jumped up and down in excitement. Calleigh and Jason Steele hugged tightly with Emily Rose and Victoria Rose squashed in their arms. They had been dinner guests at Eden Creek Farm the day Calleigh’s Delight had been born, and Mike had named her after the newly pregnant Calleigh.


  The group from Ocala made their way to the Winner’s Circle for the presentation of the trophy and the placing of the blanket of gorgeous pink and white lilies across Belinda’s lap—Lilies for the Fillies! It was a very auspicious start to the Derby festivities. A million dollar purse and the attendant side bets had already made it a very profitable weekend for Eden Creek Farm and all of the Ocala participants.


   


  * * * *


   


  Churchill Downs, Louisville, Kentucky—First Saturday in May, 2013—The Kentucky Derby


   


  It was still dark when Ross and his crew arrived at the shed row containing their stalls on the backside of Churchill Downs at 4:00 a.m. on Saturday morning, the day of the 139th Kentucky Derby. The mist was still hugging the ground as the grooms saddled Rockstar and got him ready for Belinda to mount. They were going to work him lightly as a warm-up for the Derby that afternoon. He was as ready as they could make him, and they didn’t want to have a mishap or wear him out prior to the race.


  “Just breeze him, Belinda. Don’t take any chances. We also don’t want to give the handicappers any more information for the morning line than they already have. Matt Jackson can have the favorite’s position. I’d rather Rockstar be the frontrunner in the race.”


  “Right, Ross. Nice and easy.” Ross walked beside her, and she proceeded through the gap in the rail. She turned Rockstar onto the track and began a nice gallop in hand for half a mile. She let him stretch out handily for a few furlongs more and then brought him back down to a controlled pace. She let him settle down to a canter, and standing in the stirrups, she finally trotted him back to the rail where Ross waited.


  “How’s he feel?” Ross asked, looking Rockstar over with a practiced eye.


  “He felt fabulous—ready to go! I could feel that he wanted to shift into passing gear and take off. I had to hold him back to keep him at a moderate speed.”


  “Okay. Let’s bring him in. Let Grady bathe him, give him some hay, and let him rest. I’m really pleased. Tell Grady not to leave him alone, even for a minute. One of the guys is to be with him at all times—no exceptions. After what happened on Thursday, we don’t want to take even the slightest chance.” The Eden Creek grooms had been taking turns sleeping on a cot outside the Eden Creek stalls since they had arrived in Louisville, and still they had had a problem. Thank goodness the Achilles guys were still in jail unable to make bail.


  Ross met Maddie, Nickie, Mike, and Robbie for breakfast at the track, and they watched the other horses’ morning workouts while they ate. “Perfidy seems hyper and overexcited. He has a tendency to run hot,” Ross said as he watched Matt Jackson’s horse warm up on the track.


  “That could be good for us,” Mike replied. “Once Rockstar gets out on the track, he settles down to business.”


  As they were finishing their second cups of coffee, they were approached by two sports reporters wanting interviews. Ross was hesitant to talk with them prior to the race, being sensitive to all of the traditional racetrack superstitions. It made him feel ridiculous, but who knew? One of them might have a package of peanuts in his pocket, or worse, a fifty dollar bill. But Mike, being an old hand at Derby politics, knew they had to give the media something to chew on, or they’d eat them alive. It was common knowledge that Rockstar was blind in one eye. When asked about the accident that caused the blindness, Mike told the story with a good deal of showmanship and melodrama, praising Rockstar’s heart and courage. But he kept details of his workout times and training regimen to the bare minimum. The newspapers and sports magazines had been full of stories about the hard-luck horse that made it to the Derby, but Mike and Ross really did not want the publicity to influence the odds. If Rockstar managed the pull it off, the mystique of a half-blind long shot winning the Derby would add to his cache and increase his stud fees exponentially.


   


  * * * *


   


  Maddie and Ross decided to take a short rest at their hotel before the afternoon’s festivities began. When they got back to their suite, Maddie said, “I don’t know if I can settle down long enough to rest. After Delight’s win yesterday, I am so wired. I don’t know how I’m going to make it through the afternoon.”


  Ross pulled her into his arms for a long, stirring kiss. He had been through pre-race jitters many times. “Come and snuggle with me then. I’ll see what I can do to calm you down.”


  “I don’t know if what you have in mind will calm me down or rev me up.” She giggled as he pulled her toward the bed.


  “Just cuddling, I promise,” he said, not meaning a word of it, she knew. Nickie had been overexcited as well and was presently playing video games with his older cousins, who had been warned of dire consequences should they lose him, so Maddie and Ross had a little private time to enjoy. Ross and Madison had gotten married at the farm the previous Christmas, much to everyone’s delight—especially Nickie’s. Maddie had worn Grammatha’s wedding dress and veil and had looked stunning in the wonderful, old-fashioned, cream-colored gown with a bodice covered in seed pearls. Nickie now had a mom and dad, and they all lived in the same house.


  Ross gathered her into his arms for a smoldering kiss, and she slid into the delight of his demanding mouth. Her pulse quickened, and her panties dampened. He ran his hands up her chest and hurriedly began unfastening the buttons of her shirt and pushing her jeans down, as she did the same for him. She was ready for him, as always, and they fell onto the bed. She quickly found herself on her back with her legs wrapped around his waist. She had found Ross to be a patient and passionate lover sometimes, and as impatient and impulsive as he had ever been at twenty other times. She always found him to be wonderful. As he slid his rigid cock into her needy channel, she could tell that this time was going to be hard and fast. She opened to welcome him as he began the rhythmic rocking that escalated into rapid pounding and culminated in pulsing release as she spiraled over the top. Breathless from the quick but intense encounter, he collapsed on her chest. He turned her into his embrace and pulled her back up against his chest as they spooned into their favorite position.


  “Ah…much better,” she sighed as her heart returned to its normal pace. She never took this feeling of peace for granted, and she smiled as she drifted off for a short nap in her husband’s arms. She had never been happier, and she appreciated each and every day.


  They arose after their nap and began to dress for the afternoon. Ross looked handsome in a black three-piece suit with a white silk shirt and yellow silk tie patterned with black horse shoes. The tie was the same colors as their racing silks. Maddie had shopped high and low for the tie and had finally found it online.


  It was Maddie’s first Kentucky Derby, and the new Mrs. Hamilton was very excited. The Derby Week’s social events had been more than Maddie had expected, and she was a little on edge. She wanted desperately for Rockstar to win, but she knew long shots were long shots for a reason, despite Delight’s stunning win in the Oaks the day before. She tried to keep her expectations under control. She had planned her clothes for the week’s events carefully with the help of Robbie, Kelly, and her other friends at the club. They had made several shopping trips to South Florida to visit the designer shops in Bal Harbor and Coral Gables. Their designer gowns, dresses, and hats had all been carefully chosen and coordinated so that no accidental duplications occurred. It would be a disaster if there were two outfits the same in their box on Millionaire’s Row.


  Nonetheless, today Maddie dressed in the yellow silk suit piped in black she had found at an exclusive little dress shop in Ocala. She really wanted a home town outfit for this special day. It was not exactly the same color as their silks. She thought that would be just too cute. The matching black shoes and handbag were complemented by a big, wide-brimmed black straw hat. She carefully applied a judicious amount of makeup. She had had a stylish haircut and makeup consultation the week before in anticipation of the many photographs that would be taken over the Derby week. The only jewelry she wore was her emerald-cut diamond engagement ring and matching canary and white diamond eternity wedding band and diamond stud earrings. She looked stunning.


  When they were dressed, they went right to Rockstar’s stall. Ross was anxious to oversee the saddling procedure for the Eleventh Race under the watchful eye of the paddock judge. Rockstar’s dark bay coat gleamed as the saddle pad and saddle cloth with his name and program number were placed on his back, topped off by the racing saddle that weighted only two pounds. The bit, bridle, and racing hood with blinkers and earmuffs were added. Finally the lead weights determined by the track handicapper were added to the pockets on either side of the saddle to make up the difference between the actual weight of Rockstar’s jockey and equipment and the 126 pounds he had been assigned to carry during the race. Belinda Jones, a tiny, red-haired pixie of a woman with sparkling green eyes, was attired in the Eden Creek racing silks of bright-yellow with a black stripe. Ross gave Belinda a leg up into the saddle as Mike held the horse’s head and gave final words of instruction and encouragement. Maddie kissed Rockstar on the nose for good luck.


  When all had been checked and doubled-checked, Belinda Jones rode around the saddling enclosure in anticipation of the post parade, which went from the paddock to the starting gate and past the stands, holding approximately one hundred and sixty thousand screaming race fans. The noise, even muffled on the backside, was a dull roar.


  Ross, Maddie, Mike, and Robbie and the rest of their group headed for their box on Millionaire’s Row where they were served mint juleps and hors d’oeuvres. Maddie was too excited to eat and could barely swallow the sweet, icy mint julep in the ice-frosted silver julep cup. She held Ross’s hand like a lifeline and hung onto Nickie for dear life.


  The horses were led out past the grandstands to the starting gate by track ponies to the strains of “My Old Kentucky Home” played by the University of Louisville Marching Band. Some of the horses were fractious and excited, and others were calm and businesslike. Perfidy was prancing sideways, and his outriders had a hard time directing him toward the gate. Rockstar walked at a fast but steady pace. He seemed eager but not uncontrolled. The track condition was fast—dry, even, and resilient. Rockstar had drawn post position nine out of a field of nineteen horses, toward the center of the starting gate. Maddie knew that Ross and Mike were pleased. Perfidy had drawn post position two, almost on the rail, and not traditionally an advantageous position.


  As the horses were loaded into the starting gate, the horn blew, and the odds on the tote board were finalized. Perfidy was going off at two to one, and Rockstar, despite his immense crowd appeal was going off at forty to one.


  The trumpeter played the traditional call to post. The announcer said, “Welcome to the longest running sporting event in United States history. They’re in the gates.” The gates crashed open. “And…they’re off in the 139th Kentucky Derby.”


  The field of nineteen horses broke from the starting gate with a loud crash and began to gather onto the rail. Rockstar surged forward with the pack on the straightaway from his post position near the center of the gate. Perfidy took an early lead from his post position almost on the rail and was the pace setter for the first half mile. The number nineteen horse took a bobble step coming out of the gate, almost going to its knees, but managed to recover and join the field in last position. He slowly worked his way up into the pack. Rockstar moved out of the pocket in the center of the field and started to advance, catching up to Perfidy, who was still running in first place, and Presidential, who was running in second place on the backstretch.


  The two favorites and Rockstar were in front of the pack by several lengths as they rounded the far turn. As they came into the final quarter mile, Rockstar began to slip up into second place. Presidential brushed him lightly on his blind side, but Belinda managed to keep him focused, and it did not throw him off his stride. Coming down the final straightaway, Rockstar surged ahead and made a move on the outside, pushing Presidential into third place. He began creeping up on Perfidy at the head of the stretch and passed him on the outside moving into first place. He lengthened his lead and poured on all the power in his arsenal. He pounded down the homestretch and under the wire, finishing two full lengths ahead of Perfidy.


  “And it’s Rockstar by two lengths. Perfidy in second, and Presidential in third. Amazing. The hard luck horse pulls it off!” The crowd went wild.


  The electronic tote board posted Win: Rockstar at 40 to 1, Place: Perfidy at 2 to 1, and Show: Presidential at 14 to 1. The race had run for 2:02:06 minutes.


  Matt Jackson reached over from his adjoining box and shook Mike and Ross’s hands. “Congratulations. Well done—the Oaks yesterday and the Derby today. That’s really impressive, Hamilton, but I’ll be seeing you at the Preakness.”


  Maddie threw her arms around Ross and hugged him tight, and then they both hugged Nickie, who was jumping up and down in excitement. Robbie and Mike and their two kids, as well as Grammy Barb, were just as excited, as were all of their friends from Ocala. The Eden Creek Farm victory was especially sweet given all it had taken to get Rockstar, the half blind, hard-luck horse, to the Derby. The enormous investment of time, effort, and love, not to mention money in the form of training costs, vet expenses, and nomination and entry fees in the various preparatory races and the Derby itself, was immense. Having a second Derby winner for the farm, not to mention Delight’s Oaks win, would boost their reputation and escalate their stud fees into the stratosphere. Their stud book would be full for years to come. Breeding reservations for mares from all over the country would pour in. If Rockstar was able to take the Triple Crown, all bets would literally be off! But that was in the future and a very long shot indeed.


  The winning purse was $1,425,000 for Eden Creek Farm, track bets aside. Jason Steele who had wagered $2,000—and now wished it had been more—would collect $80,000. Justin and Jamie Devereau, not known to be conservative, had wagered $5,000 a piece and would each take home $200,000. Trent Redding, who was known to be very conservative, but who had also wagered $2,000, was very happy with his winnings of $80,000. The ladies, however, were not talking and would not tell the gentlemen exactly how much they had won. Their Oaks and Derby tickets remained firmly in their purses and their lips were sealed.


  Back at the Winner’s Circle in the shadow of the iconic twin white spires of the Churchill Downs clubhouse, Belinda held Rockstar steady as the blanket of five hundred and fifty-four blood red roses was draped across her lap. Maddie thought Belinda had never gotten so many flowers in her life as these last two days. They walked around the winner’s circle with grooms on each side, ever ready for Rockstar to protest the activities on his blind side, but he was a gentleman. It was as though he understood the importance of the day. Flashes popped and hundreds of pictures were taken. Finally, the garland and trophy were presented to Mike and Ross, representing Eden Creek Farm, by the Governor of Kentucky to the strains of the Dan Fogelberg tune “Run for the Roses.”


  Ross smiled down at Maddie and brought her fingers to his lips. She smiled back at him as he hugged her close with Nickie sandwiched in between them. Mike and Robbie with their kids all crushed together for a group hug with Grammy Barb squashed in the center. Then hugs and kisses were passed around as all of them switched places while flashes continued to pop.


  Ross leaned down and sang along in Maddie’s ear. “It’s the chance of a lifetime, in a lifetime of chance.”


   


   


  THE END
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  After attending Katharine Gibbs School in Montclair, New Jersey, I began a career as a legal secretary and then a paralegal. I moved to Florida and currently live in Davie, Florida with my dog, Snickerdoodles, and my cat, Mimi. I was married for eight years but have been single for many years. My major addiction is jewelry, but any kind of shopping will do for a fix!


  After my long-time job as a paralegal was ended by the economic downturn, I decided to turn lemons into lemonade and finally write the stories I’d had in my head for many years. I had always wanted to write romance novels, but my family and job kept me too busy.


  My major interest aside from my family and friends is horses. I enjoy putting an animal character into my stories if possible. I am extremely “low-tech” and probably should have been born in the 1800s as I enjoy driving a horse and buggy for fun. I also enjoy horseback riding, but the ground has gotten harder and further away over the years.


  I have a small farm and vacation home in Ocala, Florida which is my favorite place in the world. There’s nothing as wonderful as swinging in the hammock in the shade and listening to the music of the wind in the pines while cuddled under a quilt reading a good book.


  Books have always been my escape into love and adventure, and through reading, I have been able to be many people, do many things, and go to many wonderful places I wouldn’t have otherwise been able to be, do, or see.


  I hope that all hardworking women who have a moment to put up their tired feet and relax with a cup of coffee (or a glass of wine) enjoy getting to meet my fantasy friends and to experience something new and different with a touch of hot romance thrown in for good measure!
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