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      If someone had chosen to write a novel about her, this is not the storyline they would have gone with, but Emilie loved her life. It wasn’t perfect, but what was?

      She loved being the last to leave the physiotherapy clinic where she worked, shutting down her computer after updating her patient notes; turning off the lights, locking the clinic door behind her. She loved her trusty Honda Civic, hopping in it for the short drive home. She loved the eclectic playlist she sang along with, and she loved her brother-in-law for putting it together for her. He had the best taste. In music and in women, because he had, of course, married her sister.

      She loved the farm she shared with them, where she got to indulge in her passion — retraining retired racehorses for new careers — and they got to indulge in theirs, breeding and training those Thoroughbreds for the races.

      She loved her dog, the happy black Lab she’d adopted Christmas Eve, Holly, bouncing enthusiastically in welcome when released from her kennel, ready to go for their evening romp. As long as Emilie didn’t mention food. If she did, Holly dove back into her kennel, no matter how badly she had to go, waiting till Emilie served up a treat, if not her dinner.

      She loved this time of night. It wasn’t her favourite — that would always be dawn — but there was something magical about the spectrum of orange deepening to indigo as it curved away from the horizon after the sun had dropped below it. The gentle music of the cicadas and frogs provided a soothing soundtrack.

      The novelist would no doubt have written in a love interest, but while her own attempts at actual plotlines had come up short, a man proved to be unnecessary for her to feel fulfilled. She had enough. The good job, the satisfying hobby, great family and friends, and Holly the Labrador. If Mr. Right came along tomorrow, she wouldn’t chase him away, but she wasn’t waiting for him. She was living her life, with or without him.

      She wandered around the farm with Holly. Some of the horses were tucked into their stalls, others wispy shadows in the fields behind white stud rails. She didn’t even mind the mosquitoes. Okay, she did. They were aggravating. Holly, with her lustrous black double coat, didn’t seem to care.

      The June days were warm enough that most of the horses lived outside this time of year and came in for the hottest hours of the day. The exceptions were the layups and her project horses, all of which lived in the training barn, and she switched on the lights to the tune of their hopeful nickers. Night check had been done by the farm manager two hours ago, but Emilie’s nightly walkabout was extra assurance that all was well on the property.

      She peeked into the stalls of the occupants whose heads didn’t immediately appear over the gate yokes, the attentiveness of those who did due to the realistic assumption their vigilance would be rewarded with a peppermint. The others dozed, her arrival not enough to rouse them.

      This one was on stall rest, a post-operative case following knee surgery to remove chips. That one was waiting for the vet to give the go-ahead before starting back into light work as part of rehabilitation for tendonitis. Her project ponies waited expectantly. None of them would ever miss out on their late-night treat.

      First was Excursion, an older gelding born and raised on the farm, retired this spring after a solid career. She’d started working with him three weeks ago and had a riding lesson with him set up for Friday. She hadn’t taken a lesson in years. Time in the saddle when she’d been in school had meant helping gallop at the racetrack or teaching horses like Excursion the very basic-basics, nothing advanced — just enough to help them find their next job. She was excited. And terrified. It was going to be great.

      Next was Miss Talk About It, a five-year-old mare she’d taken on for New Chapter, the local Thoroughbred retirement group. Volunteering for New Chapter had been Emilie’s pet project for a few years. Last fall when their parents had moved back to Montreal, her sister Liv had agreed that Emilie should make a stall or two available for overflow from New Chapter’s home base farm. Miss Talk About It was the first. Someone was coming tomorrow to try her. If that was her person, another horse waited to fill the stall.

      The dark face of one of the racetrack layups appeared, attracted by the crunch of peppermints. He craned his neck over the stall gate hopefully. Trop was a three-year-old colt who had yet to run a race and her sister Liv had sent him home for a little holiday when she’d decided he’d benefit from the removal of his troublesome manly bits. He was a brat, always ready with a quick nip, and his inability to focus on training at the track had earned him next week’s appointment with the vet.

      Emilie grinned as he dove for the peppermint, keeping her palm flat and her fingers safe. “Your cuteness is a problem.” She swept his generous forelock to the side to take in the ever-present mischief in his big dark eyes.

      She flipped off the bright fluorescents and left the barn, a yard light high on a hydro pole flooding the immediate area. Holly snuffled along the edges of the laneway as she walked out of its domain. The two mares in the big pasture to Emilie’s right, near a small barn that housed the farm office, raised their heads at the motion of woman and dog, and the smaller, darker one rumbled a greeting. Chiquenaude, the horse Emilie credited with bringing Liv and Nate together. That was as much of an accomplishment as the wins and earnings the mare had accumulated at the track. Now Chique was officially a broodmare, in foal with her first baby, due the end of January.

      Passing the house she shared with Liv and Nate, Emilie headed to the rear of the property along the lane adjacent to the training track. It was dark here, nothing artificial to illuminate her path, but the lack of light pollution made it the perfect place to stop and throw her head back. She stared up at the expanse of the sky. It always made her feel like a child again, counting the brighter, steadier planets amid the endless tiny, flickering pinpricks of the stars. It might make a girl feel lonely and small. But it didn’t. Instead, it felt like a hug; a reminder things were fine exactly how they were. She breathed in and threw her arms wide… then swatted at a mosquito. Holly ran back to her from whatever scent she’d been engrossed in and Emily propelled herself forward again, the Lab a prancing, companionable presence at her side.

      How could she complain about her life? About this magnificent sky, this beautiful farm, those wonderful horses, her amazing family. They even, finally, had a great farm manager who everyone adored. For once, everything felt settled.

      The stallion barn was quiet, but she walked through just to be sure. Just Lucky, who topped the sire ranks in Canada right now, napped in his deep bed of straw, all curled up with his nose resting on the golden cushion. So cute when he was sleeping, but he was a rascal when he was awake — just like his son, Trop. Next door, Starway, no slouch in the breeding shed himself, stood with hip hitched, one hind leg cocked, resting but aware. Both had hay and water, so she left them to it.

      Kerrie’s cottage was dark, the farm manager probably asleep. She’d have all the horses fed before the staff arrived at seven in the morning so she went to bed religiously at ten, except on those occasions she joined in on the fun of a bonfire or barbecue with the staff. Kerrie had initiated those events; just part of the above and beyond that made her such a perfect addition to the farm.

      The main house was also dark when Emilie returned, save for a light in the kitchen. Nate and Liv would be fast asleep by now too, because they were up even earlier than Kerrie to head into the racetrack. Emilie passed through her apartment to the door that opened into the main part of the house because, even though the apartment had a kitchenette, Nate was a better cook than she was, and when their schedules didn’t allow her to join him and Liv for dinner, Nate usually left her something in the fridge. She was always hungry after she and Holly walked, the short-term benefit of the snack-size yogurt she’d scarfed down at work a few hours ago long since gone.

      Holly bounded ahead of her, disappearing around the corner to the indistinct murmur of a voice. Clearly the kitchen wasn’t empty.

      “Hey, Nate. What are you still doing up?”

      Her brother-in-law sat at the breakfast nook, flipping absently through something on his phone with one hand while he scratched Holly behind the ears with the other. He lifted his head, smiling, his blue eyes tired, and dropped his phone on the table to run fingers through his blond hair as he yawned.

      “On the phone to Calgary,” he said.

      As soon as Emilie dipped into Holly’s food container, the Lab abandoned him, diving into her stainless steel bowl before Emilie even set it on the stone tile of the kitchen floor.

      “Everything all right?” Emilie asked as she opened the fridge and spotted the leftover salad and salmon waiting for her. She set it on the counter and opened the cutlery drawer. Should she heat the salmon, or just dive right in?

      “Oh yeah,” he assured her. “Time difference is all. I was talking to Tim.”

      She felt his eyes on her when he tacked on that last bit, waiting for a reaction. She wasn’t going to give him one.

      When Nate had started working on the farm almost six years ago now — where had the time gone? — Emilie’s playful crush had turned into an easy friendship. As soon as everyone learned he had a younger brother, they’d all decided she and Tim were meant to be. She’d let herself believe it, for a while. Why not? If he was as good-looking and kind as Nate, she was in.

      Except he wasn’t. Sure, he was seriously attractive — more so, even, than Nate. He had a body any girl would swoon over, thanks to being a professional hockey player. But the rest of it? The whole nice guy thing? Nope. All the looks in the world didn’t make up for what he lacked.

      Even after he’d given her the cold shoulder at Liv and Nate’s wedding, she’d thought there might be a chance when, for some reason, he’d friended her on Facebook on Christmas Day. And for some reason, Emilie had accepted. She was convinced it was because of Holly, who she’d introduced to Nate and Liv while FaceTiming them when they were in Calgary with Nate’s family for the holiday. Tim had appeared on-screen reluctantly to say a no-doubt coerced hello, but the smiling Labrador had brought out something resembling warmth, so that must’ve weakened her. They’d started a cute back-and-forth correspondence through Messenger. It had been fun, for a few months.

      Then he’d ghosted her.

      So his circumstances had changed when he’d been sent back to the minors after a stint playing for the Flames — Calgary’s NHL hockey team. But nothing? Really? Not a peep. She was sure he hadn’t lost his ability to use technology.

      So, that was done. She was all for second chances, but she’d given him that. A third one would just make her look like a fool. No, thank you.

      She didn’t hate him. She didn’t feel enough of anything for him to invest in that kind of grudge. The best thing about all of it was that he was thousands of miles away. These days, he barely even entered her thoughts.

      “And how is Tim?” she asked, crossing her arms and leaning back against the counter.

      Nate put his usual ready smile on hold. “The injury’s got him down. I know the season’s over, but he’s pretty dedicated. He’s not dealing so great with not being able to train.”

      She’d felt bad, really she had, when Tim had hurt his knee in a game with the farm team, necessitating surgery to repair the torn ACL. It had to suck, working that hard and hoping to get another chance at the big time, only for that to happen. Knees were tricky. She saw similar cases all the time at the clinic. Healing right took a lot of patience.

      “Like brother, like brother?” she quipped.

      Nate’s lips twisted in a wry grin. “Smartass.”

      Last summer Nate, a jockey, had been the injured one, the back trauma he’d suffered in a spill at the historic Saratoga Racetrack earning him his own surgery and subsequent time off and rehab. Somehow he’d worked through it and now, here he was, happily married to her sister and back riding at the top of his game, recently adding the richest race on the planet, the Dubai World Cup, to his list of career achievements. At least he’d become an adult.

      Which included not teasing Emilie about Tim anymore, something she was grateful for. He had to know they’d stopped talking, didn’t he? Or maybe he was just too wrapped up in his own life as a newlywed and leading rider to concern himself with hers.

      “You want anything?” She took the water jug from the fridge and poured herself a glass, then, after setting glass and plate on the table, sat across from him.

      “Nah. I need to get to bed.” He slid to the end of the bench behind the kitchen nook and stood, phone in his hand, then paused in the doorway. “I invited him to come out for a bit. The change of scenery will do him good.”

      “You what?” The reaction she’d so effortlessly avoided after the initial mention of Tim’s name charged back in.

      “I figure he can stay in my old apartment, seeing as it’s empty at the moment.” Nate’s tone stayed casual, but his eyes continued to gauge her carefully.

      Really, what could she say? Why didn’t you ask me first? This is my home too. No, he can’t come. Or if he does, tell him to bring a bodyguard, because I can’t promise I won’t try to kill him. Jerk. Tim, and his brother too.

      “See you tomorrow Em.”

      As soon as Nate slipped away, Emilie dumped the rest of her water down the drain and found a bottle of wine, from which she poured herself a generous portion.

      So she was wrong about Tim. She did hate him.
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      The kitchen had always looked like this — at least for the duration of his memory. The walls were sunny yellow, the appliances the avocado green of a bygone era. Mom liked bright colours, but even she wasn’t terribly fond of that green. Word was the ugly fridge and stove had come with the house, so they were old. Old appliances lasted forever, however, and Dad was cheap. No — “budget-conscious,” wasn’t that it? Tim couldn’t grouse about that, though. That thriftiness had given him and Nate hockey camp growing up, and Phil whatever kind of summer recreation they sent smart kids to.

      Either way, modern stainless would never be seen in their home as long as those old appliances did the job. They’d probably outlive the Miller family.

      This was probably also the only house left in the universe that had an actual, old-school, phone, the curved handle fitting neatly into the cradle as he replaced it; a dially wheel thing instead of buttons. Is that something he could put down as a job skill if the whole pro hockey gig didn’t pan out? Knows how to use a rotary phone. He’d just leave out the part about talking on the phone being his least favourite thing to do. He didn’t really like talking at all. When he did, he usually got himself into something he wanted no part of.

      Like what he might have just agreed to. How had Nate convinced him it would be a good idea to go to Toronto for the summer? He’d made the fancy horse farm he lived on sound like Club Med, with its running trails, lap pool and brand new weight and exercise room. But the real zinger had been a loaded comment Nate dropped into the conversation.

      “Trust me. Even though it was under duress, moving out of that basement was the best thing that ever happened to me.” In other words — saying it without saying it — you need to grow up. Get out of your parents’ house. Nate might as well have been right there in front of him, poking him annoyingly in the chest. It stung because it was true.

      He nudged Rita with his toe, the fluffy Golden Retriever rolling onto her back, tongue lolling as he rubbed her belly. Dexter, the big male, sulked with head on paws, wedged between a kitchen chair and the counter cupboards. Tim’s injury had put a stop to their runs together. Dad still took the dogs out, but Dex loved those runs as much as Tim did.

      Absent-mindedly fingering one of the small incisions on his knee, he stared at the crutches leaning against the wall. Those would be fun on a plane. Maybe his physiotherapist would say it was a bad idea. Give him an excuse to say no. Right. She’d been trying to prod him out of his rut. You don’t really need those anymore. I know you won’t overdo it. That was a safe bet, given his refusal to push it, even when she’d assured him the knee could take it.

      He missed Nate, though. Even before their oldest brother, Phil, had died — and that had been horrible — he’d felt he’d already lost a brother. Nate was the one he’d been closest to; the one who’d picked on him, and stuck up for him. He’d never been friends with Phil — there was just that little bit too much of an age difference — but he felt like he’d been friends with Nate. They were more than just brothers. But then Nate had left, and the fact it was Phil’s fault didn’t bring Phil and Tim any closer. No one had asked him to take sides, but he’d been on Nate’s side all the way; not that it was worth anything, because Nate was thousands of miles away. They’d only seen each other three times since the day Phil had married Nate’s ex-girlfriend. Who could blame Nate for bolting after that?

      But now Phil was dead, and Nate had a new life. One Tim had only visited — once last summer after Nate had gotten hurt in a riding accident; once last winter, when he’d gone to Nate’s wedding in Florida. Neither had been a time to catch up; to reclaim some of what he’d cherished. The only time they’d had together, just the two of them, was when Nate had come back to Calgary for Phil and Cindy’s funeral. Before Nate’s accident. Before the beach wedding. This time would be a proper visit, and he wanted that.

      There was a complication, though.

      Emilie.

      It wasn’t as if he could avoid her. But he didn’t know how to make up for what he’d done.

      Their written chats had been clever, lighthearted. Casual. That day in March — the one when they’d told him he was being sent back down to the minors after finally getting called up to Calgary’s NHL team before Christmas — he just couldn’t be the way he had been with her; the way she expected him to be. She wouldn’t want to be exposed to the version of him that was devastated by the news. He’d already chased her away once with his churlish front at the wedding. They’d built this careful, fun thing online and neither of them had crossed into talking about serious stuff. They weren’t friends like that, not yet. He wasn’t ready for them to be.

      Some days he thought he should just take the chance, tell her he’d been upset, but he always talked himself out of it. She wouldn’t want to hear it; be reminded of that guy on the beach. First impressions always carried weight. The more time he let pass without responding, the more it seemed better to let it be. He needed to focus on his game so that next season he was back in the NHL. There wasn’t room for anything more. Then when he’d wrecked his knee, he’d given up on the idea entirely because everything — his career, his whole future — was a mess.

      If he went to Ontario, he was going to have to face her.

      It could be his chance to smooth things over — but how could he articulate the thought process behind his behaviour? He knew it was bad, and she was so normal. She’d never understand a brain like his. Emilie was everything he wasn’t. Forward. Cheerful. Friendly. Realistically, he had no shot at redemption — which would make living near her uncomfortable. As if he wasn’t nearly always uncomfortable, one way or another, except when he was on the ice, the one place he couldn’t be until his knee healed. His only hope was to apologize, like he should have done long ago — and no matter how much harder it would be in person, if that’s what it was going to take, he’d do it.

      Mom swept into the room, dressed like she was going out, and the two Goldens clattered to their feet to investigate the bustle. Tuesday night, choir practice. Just one of the many things she did to keep herself busy, now that her sons were older, or gone. Tim was the only one left to notice not one of them involved her husband.

      “How’s your brother?” she asked, smiling. Nate always made her smile, whether he was in front of her or not.

      “You know. All happy and sh —” He cut the word short but grinned unapologetically.

      Mom scowled at him, but didn’t reprimand him for the near-slip. Nate swore more than he did, so how could she?

      “He invited me out for a few weeks,” he said, leaving out the part about how he’d more or less agreed, just to see how she reacted. He and Nate hadn’t actually nailed down a duration. If he went, he’d play it by ear. It would all depend on how quickly he healed; how soon he could be back on skates. As soon as he could lace up and hit the ice, he’d come home.

      “That’s a wonderful idea.” Mom beamed. The fact she didn’t look surprised made Tim bet she and Nate had already talked about it. They talked all the time. Definitely more than she and Tim did, and they lived in the same house. “Are you going to go?”

      “I’ll think about it. See what my PT says at tomorrow’s appointment.”

      She grabbed her keys from a hook near the stairwell that led to the side door. “I think it would be good for you.”

      “But —”

      She stopped and gave him a stern look. “But what?”

      But what about you and Dad? he wanted to say. What if, without me around, the last son at home, you decide you don’t need to be together anymore? He shook his head. “Nothing. Have a nice time at choir practice.”

      He wasn’t sure it was a good idea to leave Mom and Dad right now, but what could he say? He couldn’t confront them. Nate didn’t know. How could he? Tim was sure Mom hadn’t let on anything was awry and Nate would never guess. He was all blissed out with his successful life in Ontario. Good for him.

      Mom’s smile returned. She lifted her purse from the hook next to where the keys had been, and soon he heard her footsteps descending the six steps, followed by the click open, then shut, of the door. The two Goldens waved their tails as they supervised her departure.

      He stood, reaching for the crutches, pausing to look out the window as Mom’s sedan roared to life; watching as she backed it out the driveway. Pivoting on his good leg, he stepped and swung his way out of the kitchen and down the hall. If he went to Ontario, shouldn’t he wait till he was convinced he didn’t need these things anymore? Till he could do proper exercises and not feel like so much of a cripple?

      But if he went, crutches and all, Nate would help him. Which meant he should go — because that was the most important thing. He had to be ready by the time training camp started. Because if he wasn’t… what was he going to do?

      He went to his room, which wasn’t really his room, but navigating the basement stairs with the sticks multiple times a day had seemed reason enough for his mother to convince him to camp out upstairs while he healed. It was really the guest room, a strange hybrid of the space he’d once shared as a kid with Nate. The room next to it that had been Phil’s was now a combination of Dad’s office and Mom’s sewing room — not that they were ever in there at the same time.

      His and Nate’s hockey trophies sat on a shelf. Phil had played house league so Dad had probably deemed anything he might have accumulated insignificant. Had Phil taken them, when he’d moved out, or were they downstairs in a box somewhere? There were framed photos of Nate’s first win in the big horse race they’d watched on TV two years ago, the Queen’s Plate. The bed was a double, outfitted in mismatched linens. Some of their old books filled a shelf: fantasy and sci fi and old textbooks. None of it made him nostalgic. The hockey stuff represented something he’d been groomed for his whole life. A duty to his father. A duty he was currently failing at.

      Maybe his presence was interfering with Mom and Dad focusing on their relationship and it was best to give them space to sort it out. But it scared him to think without him around they might find they no longer had anything in common.

      He slumped onto the bed, stacking pillows against the headboard and under the crook of his knees, then grabbed the thick fantasy novel from the bedside table, finding his spot. He wanted to lose himself in the pages; forget about what the injury might mean for his career. And about his parents. And about how he’d made Emilie hate him when he really, really liked her. Not that anyone knew that but him.

      The heroine in the book made him think of her. She was strong, and brave, and beautiful, shooting arrows from the back of her horse. And she was totally going to go for the tall, swarthy sellsword, helping him see the error of his ways and turning him into a good guy. There was a reason they called this stuff fantasy.

      He should just stay home. Because guys like him, who made it to twenty-three with no idea how to talk to girls his age, did not end up with women like Emilie Lachance.

      The ping of his phone pulled him out of his morose thoughts and he grabbed it and activated the screen. The text notification was from Nate, telling him to check his email. When he did, he found a ticket for a direct flight, YYC to YYZ — Calgary to Toronto. First class.

      An all-expenses paid trip to Club Med King City, Ontario.

      He stared at it for what had to be a full minute before replying to the text. Thank you. You shouldn’t have.

      But Nate had. Backing out now would be pretty rude.

      It was a big farm, wasn’t it? Nate said Tim could have his old apartment, which wasn’t even close to the house where Nate and Liv and Emilie lived. And Emilie was a busy person. She was always at work or riding horses or volunteering for charities. She would want nothing to do with him, and he would stay out of her way. Nate’s best friend Will, who used to live just down the street from them here in Calgary, was in Toronto now and around a lot because he was dating a neighbour, Liv’s best friend Faye. And Tim had hung out with Faye’s older brother, Dean, at the wedding. He was a cool guy. So there would be plenty of people he knew.

      People who weren’t Emilie.
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      The rain drummed a steady beat on the steel roof of the indoor arena, making it impossible to hear anything else, the soft footfalls of the chestnut mare circling around her lost in the din. Emilie was glad she wasn’t galloping at the track today, spending the morning sweltering in a rain suit, getting covered in mud. She got to play here, where it was dry. The forecast for tomorrow — Saturday, when she would go into Woodbine and help — was sunny.

      Miss Talk About It was learning how to jog in a nice, relaxed arc on the end of the woven cotton line. Baby racehorses rarely got more than a mild introduction to longeing when they were started — sometimes they were merely chased around briefly in a round pen, just to get used to the feel of a saddle on their back, a girth under their belly. Emilie usually began from scratch to reintroduce the skill. It wasn’t her favourite way to pass time — who enjoyed standing on the end of a rope watching a horse go round and round? But it was in the required skill set for a show horse, so she taught it.

      The trial ride with a potential adopter had gone okay, but Emilie didn’t think the woman was “the one.” Miss Talk was just a little greener than the woman wanted, so the mare would probably be around a while longer. With that daisy-cutter, ground-eating trot, someone would snatch her up for the hunter ring soon enough.

      It was quieter in the barn; the ceiling dampening the sounds from outside and accentuating the ones within — the rustle of hay, the nostril-clearing snorts of horses, the even clip of Miss Talk’s shoes on the concrete floor as she ambled in next to Emilie. The mare was good enough in crossties now — another skill most racehorses didn’t learn — for Emilie to feel confident she’d stand while the polos came off and her feet were picked. Outside the wide door at the other end, rain no longer gushed, petering to a drizzle. By the time she and the mare walked outside it had completely stopped, sunlight reflecting off the puddles left behind. She scanned the sky for a rainbow.

      She turned Miss Talk out in one of the smaller grassy paddocks near the barn and the mare immediately rolled, because that was what any self-respecting horse did when presented with perfect mud conditions. Excursion, next up, had likewise indulged. It had to be therapeutic. She’d heard some old Standardbred trainer’s wives’ tale that horses did that when they hurt somewhere, like it acted as a poultice or something. If that was the case, Excursion hurt all over, which she seriously doubted because he received regular massage therapy and chiropractic, and Emilie was learning bodywork herself, transferring her knowledge of human anatomy to the horses. Maybe one day, after practicing enough on the horses, she’d be able to give up working on humans in favour of them. She didn’t mind people, but given the choice, she’d pick this. Except, of course, she had yet to have a human show up for an appointment covered in mud.

      “You are a little piggy,” she told the gelding as she curried away the already dry grey layer on his bay coat, crusted extra-thick at his withers. The dried lumps in his mane made him look like he had dreadlocks. Thank goodness it was short.

      The rumble of a motorcycle engine disrupted the usual farm sounds, coming closer before it cut abruptly. Emilie cursed under her breath. Great. She’s early, and I need an extra ten minutes to get this guy clean. She should have predicted Excursion’s state. It wasn’t as if slathering himself like this was new.

      She attacked the clumps in his mane with extra vigor, twisting and bending them with her fingers so the dirt broke up into dust — covering his neck, the sleeves of her sunshirt, and the mat under their feet — then worked a hairbrush carefully through the tangled parts. There was no hurrying this; it wouldn’t speed the process up. Finally, after she dipped her brush in the short bucket of water next to the grooming kit and ran the bristles from the roots to the ends, the mane was lying in a straight line again. Excursion shook his head, tickled by the water dribbling on his neck, and Emilie sighed as his mane now looked like a disrupted keyboard. Oh well. It was clean, anyway. She finished currying quickly and grabbed her brushes, flicking away the dislodged dirt.

      The click of boots on concrete approaching sounded like a gunslinger in an old western, the gentle echo ringing through the stable. The zippers of the chaps the woman wore were probably responsible for that, though Emilie wouldn’t have been surprised to see spurs. It would suit the look, even if the big rowels she imagined likely weren’t appropriate gear for either a motorcycle rider or an eventing coach. The woman’s top half was clad in a leather jacket, open to show a white shirt underneath. Golden-brown hair was pulled into a braid, and as the coach’s head shifted side to side, taking in the stalls, Emilie caught the flip of the end of the plait, almost at the woman’s waist.

      She dropped her brushes into the tote and wiped her palms on her dusty grey breeches before smiling and offering a hand. “Jodi?” she guessed.

      The woman’s palm was warm and felt damp, probably just because her own was dried out by the dirt-removal process.

      “And you must be Emilie.”

      Emilie thought she detected traces of a British accent, but it might just have been Jodi’s diction. It made her self-conscious about her own. When she was in the barn, she left the professional tone she used at the clinic behind and fell into something more relaxed with the farm help. It got even worse at the track.

      “And this is?” Jodi held a hand out to the bay gelding waiting in the crossties.

      “Excursion,” Emilie said. “Possibly the only horse around who managed to escape my brother-in-law’s penchant for finding nicknames for everyone.”

      Excursion dipped his muzzle into Jodi’s palm and Emilie breathed a sigh of relief when the gelding didn’t make it glaringly obvious he regularly received treats.

      She ducked to his off side and retrieved her brushes. “I’m sorry for being a little behind. I intended to be on him by the time you got here. He was just a little muddier than I expected. Which I should have anticipated after the rain we got yesterday.” She was rambling. Nerves! Excitement and apprehension faced off in her brain now that the instructor was here.

      “That’s all right. I know I’m early. Lovely farm.”

      “Thank you,” Emilie said, settling back into the rhythm of grooming. She ran a rub rag over the gelding’s coat to bring out the shine, then quickly secured boots on his front legs. Faster than polos, but also justified because the ring outside was probably going to be sloppy. “So how long have you and Nicole known each other?” Nicole galloped for Liv at the track — she was one of those hybrids who lived in both the racehorse and show horse worlds.

      Jodi chuckled. “Since Pony Club!”

      “I always wished I’d been in Pony Club. Is it too late?” Emilie grinned, setting a clean white saddle pad on Excursion’s back before placing the saddle on top. Once she’d buckled the girth, she grabbed her helmet and slipped on the bridle.

      “You’re fast,” Jodi commented.

      “That’s one thing you learn at the track. How to go fast. Both on the ground and on a horse! Slowpokes don’t last long on the backstretch.”

      “Is that what this guy was?” Jodi asked.

      “Oh no. He could run. He was a hopeful one year for the Queen’s Plate — four years ago now, I guess? It was just time for him to retire. He got some time off this spring before I started working with him. He’s been easy. He’s got a good brain. I’ve just never taken a horse beyond the very basics, you know? I could use some help.”

      “The people who think they don’t need help are usually the ones who need it the most.”

      Emilie slid her a look, her lips crimping on one side. It’s like that, is it? But probably true — and with more than just riding horses.

      “I think we’ll be okay to go outside after all,” she said, initiating the walk toward the end of the barn. “I thought we might have to use the indoor.”

      She stepped onto the mounting block and Excursion showed off, standing like a champ for her. Miss Talk About It was proving to be more of a challenge with that particular exercise. The transition from the racetrack’s “leg up and go” to “stand nicely by this box” was taking a while with her.

      The ring wasn’t as messy as she expected. It had been freshly harrowed yesterday — Emilie would bring the farm manager, Kerrie, some butter tarts later as a thank you for that. Everything looked impressive, and she and the gelding were acceptably turned out, save for her breeches being slightly grimier than she would have liked. At least she hadn’t worn a dark colour. The thing was, she wasn’t sure she could live up to appearances, so the nerves came back.

      After a leisurely warmup, Jodi made her work, and the nerves fluttered away because she didn’t have time for them. She was glad Excursion was fit, even though she wasn’t sure she was herself, quickly breaking into a sweat. Half an hour into the lesson she knew she was going to hurt tomorrow. Forget that. She was going to hurt in an hour.

      But it was amazing. Jodi offered basic things that made big differences, Excursion becoming light and responsive as he began to find his balance — because she was finding her own. Relax. Breathe. Shoulders back (darn the way galloping had made her lazy). Hands forward. Elbows in. Shorten your reins. More. Good. And, walk.

      “That was brilliant,” Emilie breathed at the end, then draped herself over the gelding’s neck, not sure she’d be able to sit up again. “You’re the best, buddy.”

      She exhaled, and Excursion did too, a big happy snort that reverberated through his body. She’d never shared Liv’s passion for competition. Never envied Liv her days in the hunter and jumper rings when she’d ridden for their grandfather. Never been tempted to join her when she’d transitioned into eventing after they’d moved to Ontario. Never felt the draw of anything more than galloping and breezing horses at the track. But right now, she got it.

      What if she kept Excursion around at least for long enough to do a show? Maybe she’d hate it. Or maybe she’d love it and jump — literally — into a whole new thing.

      “I like him,” Jodi praised. “What are your plans for him?”

      “He’s a project horse. I just need to put a bit of polish on him to sell him.” She hated to admit it, but the little girl in her was already heartbroken at the idea of letting him go.

      “Do you have jumps?” Jodi asked.

      “Somewhere. There are a few poles and standards in the indoor arena, but there used to be enough for a full course. I’ll ask my sister.” Excursion sauntered on a loose rein, Emilie enjoying the way his loose walk made her hips roll like they’d never rolled before. She was like jello. She turned him into the middle of the ring and brought him to a halt. “Thank you so much. Same time next week?”

      Just like that, she was hooked.

      She untacked Excursion in a radiant glow and gave him a bath, her legs shaking the entire time. Even watching him roll when she turned him back out, still wet, didn’t dampen her spirits. Though she questioned her ability to get on anything else right now, she was so inspired she gave Miss Talk a short ride while Jodi’s tips were still in her head, and it didn’t go as badly as she’d thought it might — though a long, hot shower was in her immediate future.

      The backstretch had a schedule; it had a beginning and an end. Mornings at the farm were different. Hours disappeared. Glancing at the time as she finished up, wiping and putting away the tack, she was shocked at how late it was. Walking as fast as her wobbly legs would allow, she headed back to the house for that shower.

      Her phone rang, just as she slipped on her housecoat after peeling off her sweaty riding clothes. She groaned. Better check who she was ignoring before silencing it.

      Nate. She groaned, then picked up. “Hi Nate.”

      “So,” he said, dragging it out, which immediately made her regret answering.

      “Out with it. I’m just about to hop into the shower.”

      “You’re coming to the races, right?” he asked.

      “I am,” she said with caution.

      “Great. So you won’t mind picking Tim up at the airport and bringing him over.”

      “What? No, Nate. Just… no.”

      “C’mon, Em. You know I’m stuck in the room, and Liv’s waiting on the vet.”

      “The vet? Why what’s wrong?”

      “Nothing serious,” Nate said. “Cam cut himself. It’s a long way from his heart, but he needs stitches.”

      “So, that won’t take long,” she said.

      “C’mon, Em. It would be a huge help.”

      “Tim’s a big boy. He can get a cab. It’s not that far.”

      “That’s not very sisterly, Em.”

      “He’s not my brother!” she snapped. If Nate hadn’t known how she’d felt about this whole Tim coming to stay thing, he did now.

      “You know I wouldn’t ask you if I had other options,” he said.

      “Like Dean? Or Will? Or your agent?” What was an agent for, after all? The guy didn’t have to work that hard to get a rider like Nate mounts.

      “You’re mad at me for this, aren’t you? For inviting him.”

      She pressed her forehead against the wall and resisted the temptation to bump it repeatedly. “Okay fine. I’ll do it. Can I go now?”

      “You’re the best, Em.”

      “I know.” But I will make you pay for this, dear brother-in-law.
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      It was so crowded in the terminal, there was no avoiding people. He should be over this. When he’d travelled for games, the crowds had never bothered him. He’d felt he had a purpose then, though; that on some minor scale, he was somebody. But he wasn’t here in Toronto to play for the Flames against the Leafs. That was how he’d always pictured his return to this city: Nate and Liv coming to watch him in a game, cheering him on.

      Was it just last summer he’d been in this airport for the first time? It had been a late flight, and Liv had met him and his parents, dropped them off at the hotel and taken them down to the hospital to see Nate before his surgery the next day. So much had changed for her and Nate since then. They’d powered through a massive rough patch and were living their happily ever after. If they could overcome much bigger challenges, shouldn’t that inspire him to take advantage of this trip? To show Emilie… what? Show her who he really was? He wasn’t sure he knew himself.

      He waited for his bag at the luggage claim, hating that he’d had to check one but between the crutches and the unknown length of his stay, a single carry-on piece hadn’t been practical. An airport worker took pity on him and found him a cart even when he insisted he
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