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MADDIE & HER PREACHER
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Chapter 1
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Maddie sat at the old piano, the warm sunshine on her back, a slow buzzing fly drifting around her head. The drone of her husband’s voice from the pulpit seemed further and further away as she tried valiantly to keep her eyes open. As hard as she tried, she couldn’t quite keep them from dragging shut. The cool darkness felt good against her tired grainy eyeballs. The festive Easter hat on her honey blonde curls dipped lower and lower, the bluebird on the front brim threatening to take a walk on the weathered piano ledge that held the sheet music to Rock of Ages.

Out of the corner of his eye, Reverend Heathcliff Danvers kept watch on his wife as the bright head sunk lower and lower towards the piano keys. It was happening just as he had feared, and he was very aggravated at Maddie for ignoring him once again. He had tried to warn her yesterday, but she wouldn’t listen. Now, here she was embarrassing him as the congregation tittered and twittered at the sight of his wife about to fall off her bench. Still, he struggled on with his sermon.

“Wives, obey your husbands, for this is right in the sight of the Lord.” His soft mellow tones entreated the women while the men watched in amusement. He spied his friend Sam Decker of Decker’s mercantile winking up at him, and he could feel the dull flush creeping up his throat and spreading across his face. His lips thinned at his memories.

It was only yesterday that he and Maddie had been in Decker’s mercantile, and he had been chatting with Sam about the very subject  he  was speaking on today.  

“I don’t know why Maddie feels like she has to do everything herself,” Heath said to Sam, his eyes narrowing as his wife rushed around the small store purchasing thread and material and all the makings for Easter hats for the little girls in her Sunday school class. “She has already planned the entire Easter festivities for tomorrow afternoon—the games, the meal, the egg hunt, and now she wants to make hats for the girls. I don’t really want her to, but she won’t listen to me,” he complained to Sam.

“Well, you two haven’t been married very long, Heath,” Sam replied, his eyes twinkling. “Less than a year, right?”

“Just under a year,” Heath agreed. He scratched his head and looked at Sam, wanting to confide in him yet not wanting to be disloyal to his darling wife. The truth was, Maddie was becoming more and more obstinate and demanding, and he wasn’t quite sure how to handle it.
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SAM ON THE OTHER HAND, was pretty sure the young reverend was feeling overwhelmed. Everyone knew Madeline Marie Owens was headstrong. When she’d fallen for a gentle, soft-spoken preacher, the entire county had gossiped its collective tongue out.

However, as the months had gone by and Maddie’s slim figure did not fill out early in the marriage, they’d finally  reckoned it must be true love after all. Of course they would have overlooked that, being that everybody loved Maddie, and she was getting married to one of the finest young men in the territory.

Taking pity on the young fellow, Sam decided to impart some of his vast worldly knowledge to Heathcliff Danvers.  Biting on a piece of broom straw, he let it hang out of the side of his mouth as he spoke. 

“A young filly like your Maddie needs a firm hand, Heath,” he warned. “If you don’t rein her in while she’s young, she will be too much to handle as she gets older, even for the strongest man.”

[image: image]

HEATH STARED DOUBTFULLY at Sam, his handsome brow wreathed in a scowl. His masculine brown eyes were clouded with worry. He ran his hand through his blondish-brown hair, trying to move the errant curl back in place as he pondered Sam’s words. “Just what are you getting at, Sam?” he asked  .

Just then Maddie came rushing up, her deep blue eyes the color of sapphires glowing with excitement. “Look, Heath, isn’t this beautiful?  This would look so wonderful on the piano at the church with a nice arrangement of prairie flowers scattered across the top of it for Easter.  I’m going to buy a yard of it and make the cloth tonight.”

“But, Maddie, when will you have time to make it?” Heath protested,  hating to spoil her excitement, but knowing it would mean a very late night for her—again. She had already been up late the past two nights leaving him alone in bed and yearning for her while she made all sorts of preparations for the Easter weekend events.

Maddie waved his protests aside. “Oh, don’t worry, Heath, I’ll get it done.”  She turned away, but Heath grabbed her elbow and turned her back. He was aware of Sam’s wolfish grin out of the corner of his eye.

“I don’t want you to do it, Maddie, you’ve done enough.  Put the material back, you need your rest tonight after your late hours the last two nights.” He tried to sound authoritative, but he knew he had failed when she responded by turning her back on him.

“Now don’t worry darling, it won’t take that long to make this.” She hurried over to Angelina to discuss her ideas with her and have her mark the material for Sam to cut.

“Now see here, Maddie,” Heath began, reaching for her again, but she evaded him and he dropped his arm with a sigh.

Sam chuckled and shook his head ruefully.

Exasperated, Heath turned to him. “What do you mean rein her in Sam?  What exactly are you talking about? As you can see, I just told her no and she did it anyway.”

Lowering his voice, Sam confided, “I mean when she disobeys you, take a firm hand to her backside.”

“You mean, beat her?” Heath protested weakly. “I don’t think I could ever do that to Maddie. I love her.” He didn’t want to admit the thought had crossed his mind more than once lately. He didn’t want to seem a harsh man, especially since he was the town’s preacher.

“If you really love her, you will turn her over your knee and apply a little discipline or she will get more and more out of control,” Sam insisted gently. “That’s not a beating son, that’s called laying down the law. Stubborn headstrong women have to know who’s in charge or they will take over for you.”

“But...but...” sputtered Heath.

Sam leaned in and whispered conspiratorially. “Do you want to wind up like Evelyn and Tom Grouse?”

Heath stared, appalled at the very idea. Everyone knew about Evelyn Grouse.  She ruled her husband with an iron thumb, and the poor man had no mind of his own. Evelyn answered for him when people addressed him, and she ordered him about like a servant.

“Maddie would never be like that.” He frowned at his friend.

“You think not?” Sam replied with a chuckle. “I remember ten years ago when those two got married.  Evelyn was just as sweet and winning as your Maddie. Now look ‘em. Poor old Tom can’t pass the time of day with a buddy without Evelyn jumping all over him to get on home and get to his chores.”

“I’m just not sure I could spank Maddie,” Heath returned doubtfully. “ I don’t think I could hurt her and make her cry like that.”

Sam nodded sympathetically. “Well, it’s your call, son. It’s pretty common around here though. Men are expected to see to it that their wives behave themselves, and most men here in Brocton won’t respect a man who lets his wife rule the roost.” He straightened up as the women approached, their arms filled with Maddie’s supplies. “And it doesn’t hurt them, Heath. It just lets them know where you stand. Otherwise, they will soon tromp all over you.”

“I’m done, darling,” Maddie crowed triumphantly. “I’ve got everything I need now.” She put all the stuff in her arms on the counter.

Heath shook his head in defeat and eyed the horehound candy in the jars along the counter. “How about some of this horehound candy here, Maddie, I know you like horehound.”

“What kind do you like, Heath?” Sam asked, reaching for the candies. “You can each have a piece on the house.”

“Well, I kind of like...”

“Oh, he doesn’t like candy,” Maddie assured Sam, waving aside Heath’s words. “He told me so.”

“That’s mostly true, Maddie,” Heath replied, flushing under Sam’s mocking grin, “but once in a while I do like a sweet.”

“Well, why did you tell me you didn’t like it then?” challenged Maddie impatiently. “Oh shoot, just give him whatever he wants Sam, I’m in a hurry.”  

Heath’s jaw dropped at her curt tone and subsequent dismissal. He flushed beet red and turned and strode out the door, figuring he would wait for her in the wagon.

Inside, Maddie looked at Angelina, her eyes troubled.  “Was it something I said?” she asked, puzzled. Sam had taken the material into the back room to cut the pieces Maddie required.

“Well you know, Maddie, you have been rather rude to Heath a couple of times now,” replied Angelina, her green eyes twinkling at her young friend. “If I were to ignore Sam when he told me no and then get impatient and rude to him, I’d find myself over his lap getting a good spanking very shortly.”

“A spanking?” echoed Maddie disbelievingly. “How barbaric. Besides, spanking is for children, not wives.”

“You’d be surprised how many wives around here are spanked. The only one I know of that isn’t would be Evelyn Grouse. You just haven’t been a wife long enough to know it yet, Maddie. Besides, it’s not something we advertise, you know.”  She blushed as she put her hand to her backside and rubbed it ruefully.

Maddie stared curiously, watching her. “Does Sam spank you?”

“As recently as this morning,” Angelina admitted grudgingly.

Maddie’s eyes as were as big as saucers when Sam returned with the material. She watched his big hands surreptitiously as he rang up her purchases. Heath had better not try that, she decided. He would be very sorry if he did. 

Heath returned to the present moment as he tried to continue with his sermon in an authoritative manner, but he knew he didn’t have their full attention. 

The men in the audience were making no secret of their amusement as Maddie’s head dipped lower and to the side. The women were chuckling behind their hands. Heath’s sermon was becoming increasingly weak as he tried to talk about men being in charge of their families while his own wife was so obviously bored to the point of sleep.

Inevitably, Maddie’s tired body gave up the battle and she slumped sideways, finally  falling onto the piano keys. Heath winced in embarrassment as the strident sound of unharmonious chords filled the small country church. Even old man Weatherly jumped and cursed as the awful din awakened him. 
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“OH!” MADDIE GASPED, coming awake with a jerk. She quickly pushed herself back away from the keyboard. Her hat had fallen off and her hair, like burnished wheat in the sun, went tumbling down her back. Her face flushed bright red as she stared at her husband, who for the first time she could remember, looked furious. Then she paled at his next words.

“Excuse us please, my wife and I need to have a word together.” He strode over to her, took her by the elbow and then ushered her into the small study behind the pulpit where he often received people of the parish for talks and other various things pertaining to the ministry. The buzz of the congregation dimmed as the door slammed shut behind them and Maddie was turned to face her husband.

Her eyes were huge in her pale face as she watched him take off his robes and hang them on the hook. There was something different about him, although she couldn’t quite place it. She was suddenly very apprehensive and nervous. So far he hadn’t said a word, but she knew he was upset with  her. He turned back to her, the sunlight glinting off his dark curls. His six-foot height suddenly seemed to dwarf her own five-foot and five-inches.

“I’m s-sorry, darling,” she stuttered, for once at a loss for words. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep. I don’t know what came over me.”

“What came over you,” Heath replied grimly, “is lack of sleep caused by disobedience to your husband. I told you I didn’t want you to make that piano coverlet, but you just had too anyway, didn’t you?  And you didn’t get finished until well after midnight...for the third night in a row.”

Maddie gulped as he began to roll up the sleeves on the pristine white shirt she had prepared for him at 2:00 a.m. that morning. He’d been asleep and didn’t realize she was still  up. “W-what are you doing, Heath?” she squeaked.

“I’m taking control of my household, “ he replied in a rigid tone that she had never heard before.

“Meaning what?” she whispered, her face going even more pale if that was possible. Suddenly remembering Angelina’s words yesterday, her tummy felt funny and slightly nauseated.

“Meaning I’m going to turn you over my knee, bare your backside, and spank your little fanny. By the time I’m finished, you won’t have to worry about falling asleep for the rest of the sermon. The bench will be too hard for that with a sore bottom.”

“You can’t!” she exclaimed in horror. “They might hear you out there...it would be too...too embarrassing.”

“You didn’t mind embarrassing me,” Heath replied determinedly. “And seeing as how everyone around here seems to engage in this particular marriage practice, I see no reason why we should be any different.”  

“I won’t let you do this, Heath,” she argued, backing away.

“Oh, yes you will, my dear.” He took her arm and marched her to the straight-backed chair along the wall of the room. Sitting down he pulled her unceremoniously across his lap where she fell with a protesting cry as her flailing hands reached towards the floor on the other side of his broad lap.

“No! You can’t do this, Heath, I forbid it!” She kicked and tried to push up, but he simply pulled her pink dress tail with the little red rosebuds up over her back. He held her firmly in place with his left arm as she tried to get away.

“You don’t forbid your husband to correct you, young lady,” he snapped with more confidence than he actually felt. Quickly his right hand swept aside the sheer lacy chemise to reveal the porcelain globes that were wiggling and squirming in protest of this latest development. He paused for a moment to admire their alabaster perfection before he lovingly ran his hand over them in a caress.

“Please, Heath, I’m sorry, I won’t ignore you again,” Maddie pleaded frantically, feeling the cool air on her bare cheeks. She kicked her legs helplessly as she felt his hand leave her bottom. Her stomach threatened to turn itself inside out with apprehension.

“I hope that will be the case,” Heath replied, bringing his palm down in a satisfying splat  across her plump right cheek. The flesh depressed and bounced back out, leaving an angry red handprint. He felt amazingly vindicated already.

“Ouch!” Maddie yelped, trying to wiggle out of his grasp again. “Ow,” she squealed again as another burning spank landed on her left cheek. “That hurts, Heath, stop it,” she  demanded, whimpering in pain.

Heath’s measured palm fell several more times on Maddie’s upturned bottom, eliciting squeals and protests, all of which he ignored.

“Oh! Oh! Heath, please,” gasped Maddie, close to tears. 

He stopped then and rested his palm on her reddened rear, feeling the light warmth he had created. “Are you going to fall asleep now?” he asked.

“No I won’t, I promise, Heath,” she gasped. “Please let me up.”

He pulled her up then and sat her on his knee. “When we get home, we are going to talk about some things,” he said firmly. “And you are going to get another spanking for disobeying me all weekend.”

Maddie gaped at him in astonishment, her bottom burning, shock keeping her from talking.

“Now fix your clothes, we are going to finish the services.”  Heath rolled his sleeves down and went to get his robes.

“Do I have to go back out, Heath,” whimpered Maddie, thoroughly chastened by the spanking and her husband’s new attitude. “Everyone will be laughing at me. You know they have to have heard us, this church is too small to think they didn’t.”

He returned and gently lifted her chin with his forefinger.  “No more than at me,” he replied tenderly, his brown eyes twinkling. “I’m sure they did hear us, but I can take it if you can.”

She looked up at him, realizing how much she loved him.  She really had embarrassed him and she knew it. “I guess I can, for your sake,” she whispered with a small smile.
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MADDIE’S BOTTOM BURNED against the wooden seat as she pounded out the accompaniment to Rock of Ages, and the little church rang with the sound of music as enthusiastic voices sang out. She hadn’t fallen asleep again, and she had been surprised at the number of sympathetic smiles she got from the women when she dared to peek at the congregation. Somehow, it made her feel more a part of them than ever before.

As the wagon lurched along the dusty track towards their home, Maddie yawned and leaned into her sturdy husband. She was so tired. Her mind was racing though, as she remembered his promise to continue what he had started at home. She had to admit that the stinging had gone quickly from the hard swats he had given her, but she still felt a little tender against the bumping wagon seat. She wondered if he was really going to spank her again when they got home?

Maddie received her answer when they pulled up in front of the house. “Go to the bedroom, take off everything but your chemise and wait for me,” he instructed quietly. “I’ll go put the buckboard away and put the horses in the barn.”

She responded to his quiet authority and went to do as he asked, her heart hammering in apprehension. She stood in front of the mirror, dressed only in the lacy chemise with pink ribbons in the ruffles of the bodice and surveyed herself. Her long honey hair hung to her waist and her blue eyes stared back at her, dark with trepidation in her pale face. She started as the door opened and Heath stepped inside.

Maddie turned to face him, her breath catching in her throat. Seeing desire light up his eyes, she stepped towards him, hoping he might forget about the spanking and make love to her instead.
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HEATH STARED AT HIS beautiful wife, wanting nothing more than to take her in his arms and carry her to the bed where he would strip her and make sweet love to her, but he knew he couldn’t. Not yet.

He did take his shirt off though, eliminating having to roll up his sleeves again. His muscles bulged beneath the short-sleeved undershirt. In spite of being a preacher, he was used to hard work, and his body reflected that.

Hands on his narrow hips, he watched as Maddie swayed towards him, a seductive smile on her rosy lips. So, she was going to try out her feminine wiles on him. Well, it was working he had to admit ruefully. He could feel his hard shaft rising up to salute her sinuous efforts, and he was hard-pressed to keep from pulling her into his arms and kissing her silly.

“Are you trying to get around me, Maddie?” he murmured softly.

Maddie slid her slender arms around his neck and planted soft kisses along his hard jaw line. “I really am sorry, Heath,” she replied humbly, as she ran her hands across his muscled shoulders.

That humble apology was almost Heath’s undoing. He was ready to give in when she whispered gently in his ear.  

“I promise I won’t fall asleep next time I’m up so late.”

Grasping her arm firmly, he steered her towards the bed. “There won’t be a next time, Maddie, that’s the point of this.” He sat down on the bed and pulled her down on his right knee, her legs between his. “I told you at the store I did not want you making the piano coverlet. You were already making the hats for the children against my better judgment, besides overseeing almost everything else planned for this entire weekend. You had already worn yourself out in spite of my advising you to the contrary. At Decker’s mercantile you totally ignored me when I told you to put that material back, and then you were rude to both Sam and me with your impatient attitude.”

“But, Heath,” Maddie protested weakly, “I just wanted everything to be nice for Easter. I didn’t mean to be rude to you and Sam, honest.”

He frowned. “Maddie, I realize you probably didn’t mean to have the attitude you did. I know you wanted things to be nice for Easter, but honey, I’m your husband, and you promised to obey me in our wedding vows. I hate to say it, but you’ve gotten more and more disobedient over the last few months. I don’t intend to allow that to continue.” He tipped her chin up so he could look into her eyes. He didn’t like the mulish look on her face, and it was getting worse the more he talked. He ran his hand through his hair in frustration.

“How can I stand in the pulpit and encourage the women to obey their husbands before the Lord when my own wife is disrespectful and disobedient to me? It makes me the laughingstock of Brocton.” 

“I don’t care what anyone else thinks,” Maddie replied petulantly. “You seem to care more about what the town thinks than the way I feel. I don’t like this new side of you, Heath.” 

“You may not care what anyone else thinks, but you will care what I think.” Exasperated, Heath pulled Maddie on over his left knee despite her protests. With her upper body on the bed and his right leg behind hers, he had her pinned. Quickly he spread the sides of the chemise apart, revealing her delightfully rounded cheeks once again.

Maddie began to protest hotly. “Stop it, Heath, I mean it! I don’t want you to spank me...not ever again!”

Heath almost had second thoughts at her strident protests, but then he steeled himself as he remembered the snickering faces of the men in the congregation. Not to mention the embarrassment he had suffered at Maddie’s hands at the mercantile yesterday. He brought his palm down, landing a sharp stinging swat on the squirming bottom over his lap, and then another and another.

Maddie cried out as the burning spanks began to rain down on her unprotected lower cheeks. Her hands grabbed the quilt on her bed as she tried to crawl forward and away from the hot fusillade. “Ow, stop!”

But Heath had her pinned too well, she couldn’t go anywhere. He was determined to teach his wife a lesson, and no amount of demanding, pleading or wailing was going to make a difference. She was loud though, and he was sure that her voice carrying out the open windows was making the horses prick their ears.

“Heath,” she cried out finally, dissolving into heartbreaking sobs, “I won’t disobey you anymore. I p-promise.” She laid her head on the bed and finally stopped fighting against his superior strength.

Upon her surrender, Heath stopped spanking her very red bottom, but didn’t let her up. “Are you really sorry, Maddie?” he asked softly, running his palm over the hot skin. “Are you going to listen to me from now on?”

“Y-yes,” she sobbed piteously. “I’m s-sorry I was r-rude. I promise I will listen to you.”

“That’s all I wanted to hear, darling.” He lifted her up then and sat her on his knee, surprised when she clung to him, and buried her lovely face in his shoulder. He had thought she would be angry once he let her go. He folded his long arms around her, holding her tightly against him.

When the shuddering sobs began to die down, he spoke again. “I want you to take a nap now, darling. We have a few hours before we have to be back at the church for the festivities.  I want you to rest, you need it.”

“But what about the food,” she began to protest, then stopped at the look on his face.

“I’ll get the food you’ve prepared and get it ready to go in the wagon. I want you to rest, and I mean that,” he warned. “I don’t want to have to spank you again so soon.”
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MADDIE STARED AT HIS set face, realizing he was serious. Her poor bottom ached and burned, but she felt herself accepting this new development—for the moment. She guessed she could let him shoulder some of the burdens. She didn’t have to do everything herself, she just liked to because then she knew it would be done right.

“All right, darling,” she replied with a sigh. She stood up and allowed him to pull the quilt back for her and wait for her to get into the bed. Then he tucked it up under her chin and placed a gentle kiss on her soft lips. 

“Now, go to sleep,” he ordered softly. “If I come in to check on you and you’re not asleep, I’ll spank you again for sure.” He wouldn’t really, but she didn’t have to know that. He was practicing being authoritative, and she seemed to be responding. That pleased him greatly.

“Yes, Heath,” she replied meekly, a yawn stealing over her as she tiredly closed her eyes. She wasn’t sure how she felt about being spanked and put to bed, but she would worry about it later. For now, obedience to her young husband seemed the wisest course.
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FIFTEEN MINUTES LATER, when Heath came back to check on his wife, she was sound asleep. Her fist was tucked up under her chin, the dark lashes of her eyes fanning across her porcelain cheeks. His heart swelled with love for her. A new possessiveness and desire to protect swept over him that hadn’t been there before. 

He was under no illusions that she would be easy to handle. After all, she was by nature a stubborn girl. She was a goodhearted young woman though, and they loved each other deeply. Hopefully, that would see them through the good times and the bad, and they would grow to love each other even more.  

He placed a tender kiss on her brow and watched as her rosy lips curved in a smile. Then he left the bedroom, closing the door softly while she dreamed on. Once she awoke, there would be other fires to quench, but for now, she needed the rest.

Heath walked out the front door and stood leaning against the white pillar of the wraparound porch. Brocton was a good place to live, and he just knew he and Maddie would be happy here in the hills of Kentucky. He sighed contentedly, a satisfied man in charge of his household. With the good Lord’s blessing, it would remain that way.

The End

––––––––
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MADDIE AND THE RATTLESNAKES
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Chapter 1
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Heathcliff Danvers looked up at the warm June sun blazing down as he wiped the sweat from his forehead onto the long-sleeved shirt. It was hot already plowing between the rows of young green corn. It seemed impossible to keep the blasted weeds out of the garden. He reckoned it must be about noon from the position of the sun overhead.

Picking up the reins, he clucked at the horse to finish the row he was working on. Then he would go wash up at the pump and see what Maddie had ready for lunch. Heath wondered if she was still mad at him. He grinned to himself, remembering her indignant little face that morning before he went to work.

“Stop threatening me, Heathcliff Danvers,” she fussed at him. “You’ve got to where you threaten to spank me all the time now, and I don’t like it.” She paused, her hands on her hips and glared defiantly at her husband. “Just because I let you spank me once doesn’t mean I’ll let you do it again!”

“You let me?” Heath questioned derisively, a small grin lighting up his handsome features. He was remembering pinning her over his knee last Sabbath for falling asleep at the organ, and the sight of her shapely derriere sprang to his mind, making him wish he didn’t have to leave for the garden quite so soon.

Maddie stamped her small foot and turned her back on him.  “Ohhh, you are impossible! I’m going to the rock flats to read for a while!” She started out but Heath grabbed her arm and twirled her around to face him.

“Hold on there, Maddie, I don’t want you getting on the rock flats just now.” His laughing brown eyes turned serious as he looked down at her. “I’ve seen a couple of rattlers around there in the last week, and I don’t want you near there until I’ve had a chance to check it out.”

“But, Heath, that’s my favorite spot to read,” Maddie argued stubbornly. “I’ll keep an eye out for snakes, I promise.”

“I said no, Maddie,” Heath replied firmly. “It’s too risky.”

Maddie stared at him in frustration. Ever since he had spanked her last week, he now seemed to be awfully highhanded and bossy. She’d already been to the rock flats this week and she hadn’t seen any stupid snakes. “Will you stop treating me like I’m an imbecile,” she stormed at him. “Heath, what’s gotten into you? You didn’t used to treat me as if I don’t know how to take care of myself! You are always telling me no anymore, and I hate it!”

Heath flushed, his temper rising. He knew he was more solicitous than normal since he had spanked her, but he loved Maddie more every day. He didn’t want anything bad to happen to her. She didn’t always take care of herself properly, not the way he would like her to and it bothered him. She was quick to put herself at risk for the sake of others and to take on more than she could handle at the drop of a hat.  

“Well, someone has to, Maddie, you don’t seem to know how to say no.”

But she was gone and his words fell into empty air. The screen door slammed behind her as she flounced out. 

As his thoughts drifted back to the present, Heath supposed he should have followed her and scolded her for being disrespectful, but he hadn’t.  

He quickly washed himself down at the pump and went into the kitchen, looking around for Maddie. She was nowhere to be seen, and there didn’t appear to be any lunch made either.  His stomach growled in protest at this development. Warning bells sounded in his mind.

Looking quickly around the house, he could see she wasn’t there. The book she had left on the nightstand was gone too, so she must have gone to read after all. Concern made his breath catch in anger. If she had gone to the rock flats...he didn’t finish the thought.

Quickly Heath grabbed his rifle and strapped on his holster with the six-gun in it. If Maddie was in trouble, he might need more than one shot. He was almost sure there was a nest of rattlers there and he intended to clean it out, but hadn’t had the time yet. There was nothing meaner than a rattlesnake with a nest of babies.

He ran out the back door and into the stables, his stomach curling in anxiety as fear ate at him. He pulled Bacon, his chestnut bay, out of the stall and leapt on him bareback, heading for the rock flats as hard as he could ride.
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MADDIE WAS SITTING on the rock chair, leaning back against the boulder that shaped naturally to her back. It was her favorite spot to read, and she had fallen half asleep in the warm sun. The book had fallen into her lap.

She had been so angry when she’d arrived here earlier, not even caring what Heath had said about not coming to the rocks. How dare he tell her she couldn’t come here anyway? She had been very upset with him that morning, not liking the bossy attitude he had adopted lately. He’d probably made up that part about the rattlesnakes just so he could boss her around again.

She sleepily mulled it over in her mind. Ever since he had spanked her last Sunday, he had seemed to question her more. It felt like he probed more into her affairs and dealings with other members of the town, like he was checking up on her. It made her feel resentful, and she didn’t like it at all. It was as if he didn’t trust her anymore and that bothered her.

She thought about her father and her brother. Her father had put her over his lap a few times in the past, but that was her father. Heath was her husband, and she wasn’t a child anymore.  

Her older brother was married, but Chrissie didn’t show any signs of Able spanking her. She would have to ask her the next time she saw her, she decided. Chrissie and Able had been married for six years and had two children.

Angelina Decker had told her that most all the women in Brocton got spanked by their husbands except for Evelyn Grouse. Was that really true? Or had Angelina’s husband Sam just told her that so he could get by with spanking her? And why did Heath suddenly decide to spank her when he never had before? It must be Sam Decker, she decided. He must be influencing her husband and she’d had enough of it. She didn’t want a husband who spanked her, she wanted her kind sweet Heath back the way he was before. Her lip drooped in a pout and she sniffed, feeling very sorry for herself.

Her bottom felt a bit stiff from sitting on the rocks so she stretched and yawned, preparing to get up. It must be getting late from the shadows on the rocks and Heath would be looking for his lunch soon. She needed to get back and feed him, even if she was still miffed with him.

It was then she heard it. That deadly rattle that sent cold shivers through the stomach of anyone unlucky enough to be near it. Maddie froze in place and listened, realizing it was coming to the right of the boulder about three feet. Her eyes slid sideways and she saw it...a huge rattlesnake coiled on the rocks. Its tail buzzed in warning at her movement, its cold eyes staring at her and its flicking tongue tasting the air.

Maddie heard a second rattle join the first and saw another snake’s head rear up just beyond the first one, most of its body below the shale step. Her mouth went dry and she tried not to move or even tremble. Any movement could set them off. She knew full well what would happen if she was bitten by a full-grown mountain rattler—she would die within minutes.

How could this be? She’d never seen snakes out here before, although she knew that snakes often liked to sun in the spring, especially after hibernating all winter. She also knew that they liked rocks, but she had assumed that since she used this place all the time, that they wouldn’t come near the people smell.  

She had been wrong!  

She should have listened to Heath when he said he’d seen snakes near here, but she truly hadn’t believed him. She had really thought he just liked the idea of bossing her around and she had intended to show him that he wasn’t going to get away with it. 

Maddie pushed down the whimper in her throat and debated the chances of throwing herself sideways when she heard Heath’s voice.

“Don’t move, Maddie.”

Maddie tried to obey, but she was shaking with reaction. When the shot rang out, she launched herself to the left, feeling a sharp pain in her ankle as she did so. A second shot rang out and then she felt Heath grab her boot and yank it off.

When she looked around, she saw the head of a snake attached to her boot by one fang. Oh god, it must have bitten her, she thought. That’s what the pain in her ankle was from. “Heath,” she whimpered fearfully, seeing the anger and worry in his brown eyes.
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“LAY STILL, MADDIE,” Heath commanded harshly. He’d killed the snake closest to Maddie with the first shot, but the second one had leapt through the air and attacked her boot when she launched herself off the rock.

Swiftly he took out his knife and cut the stocking off her leg, looking for the puncture site. He noted there was only one and felt a small stab of relief. If he was quick enough, Maddie would not die today. He placed the knife on the skin and pressed.

Maddie felt the knife and gasped. “What are you doing?”  She tried to pull her foot away.

“Hold still, Maddie,” he said
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