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CHAPTER ONE
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The ball bounced across the pavement followed by a blur of brown. Emily yanked the steering wheel to the right and slammed on the brakes as the dog disappeared beneath her bumper. Her car skidded sideways, tires squealing, until it was stopped by a steel utility pole.

“What happened, Em?” Jenna’s voice sounded discordant over the speaker phone. “What was that noise?”

Emily pulled the phone from the dashboard, barely able to breathe, let alone speak. “J-Jenna,” she managed, battling to suck air into her lungs. “I just hit a dog. Can you look up a nearby vet? I’m close to Churchill Downs.”

She unclipped her seatbelt and scrambled out, in such a panic that her heel caught and she almost tripped. She dropped to the concrete and peered beneath the car. Thankfully there was nothing by the left wheel. She rushed around the bumper and checked the front.

Steam hissed from her crumpled hood and the smell of rubber stained the area, but there was no sign of an injured animal. Except for a squashed soda can, the pavement was bare. She sagged against the fender, finally able to breathe.

Twenty feet away, a brown dog scooped up a rubber ball from the center of the road. His tail waved in a gay plume as he rejoined a group of playing children, all oblivious to the near miss. Clearly he wasn’t hurt. He moved as quickly now as when he’d dashed in front of her car.

She adjusted the phone against her ear. Her hand was still shaking but she forced her voice to calm. “It’s okay, Jenna. The dog’s okay. No need for a vet.”

“What happened?”

“He ran after a ball and I had to swerve.”

“Were you speeding?” Jenna’s voice sharpened. “Were you using hands-free?”

“Yes, of course. And I was way under the speed limit. The airbag didn’t even inflate. Everything’s fine.” Emily pulled in a deep breath. “The car needs some work though. Guess I’ll need a little extra cash this month.”

Regret knotted her stomach. This was the third time this year she’d been forced to ask for money from the loosely labeled ‘education fund.’ And repairs on the Lotus were never cheap. If Burke hadn’t bought the car as a gift, she would have sold it long ago.

Luckily Jenna couldn’t see the wrecked vehicle. Her sister was incredibly generous, as was her wealthy husband, but lately telephone conversations had been rather strained.

“Of course, I’ll pay you back once I’m working,” Emily added. “I had another audition last week. For a real movie, not a commercial. Those acting lessons are finally paying off.”

Jenna still didn’t speak.

Emily rushed to fill the silence. “This role sounds super. It’s about some Kentucky race family and has a bigger budget than Secretariat.” She forced a shaky laugh but didn’t slow. When life threw curve balls, she’d learned it was best to talk fast, act confident and hide her fear.

“I’ll need something to wear though,” she went on. “I was just driving to that boutique close to my apartment. Their knock-offs are a fraction of designer prices. Do you need a new dress? Now that I lost ten pounds, we’re about the same size. I could pick something out for you.”

“How many auditions have you had now?” Jenna asked, her voice subdued.

“Twelve,” Emily said. “But my agent says it takes a ton of auditions before you land a job. Once I have a speaking role, I can join the union which helps getting roles. Of course, it all takes time.” But the knot spread from her stomach to her chest, and she hated the desperation in her voice. Lately she despaired of ever landing an acting job, and it was becoming increasingly hard to act positive.

She turned away from the steam rising around the hood, determined not to agonize over the crushing rejections. No one ever said acting was easy. Usually at this point though, Jenna was offering counsel and boosting her spirits. Today she was quiet, almost resigned, not sounding at all like Emily’s supportive big sister.

Emily stiffened, instantly forgetting her gloomy car and even gloomier finances. “What’s wrong, sis?” Alarm filled her voice. “Are you all right? Is Peanut okay?”

“I’m fine. And Peanut is doing as well as any other aged pony. His breathing is okay but he misses you.” Jenna’s voice tightened. “Isn’t it time you finally gave up and moved home? Burke is building a guesthouse where the old shed used to be. A place where he can put his cousin and other business associates. There’s lots of room. He installed a temporary ceiling for now. We’re not sure about skylights, since you always said natural light wasn’t very flattering.”

Emily bit her lip. She had a lot more problems than debating the pros and cons of skylights. And while Jenna and Burke were always gracious, she’d tried living with them before. It hadn’t worked. They were too much in love, and she always felt like a third wheel. She certainly didn’t want to crawl home to West Virginia and beg for her tour guide job back. She needed to accomplish something.

Besides, they obviously didn’t want her underfoot. They were sticking her with Burke’s business associates? She tried to shrug it off but the reality hurt.

“I’ll visit in the summer,” she said, “if that’s a good time. If your new guesthouse will be finished by then?” She paused, waiting for reassurance that she’d misunderstood, and of course she was welcome to stay in the family home. After all, it was built on Emily and Jenna’s joint land, and it had been Burke who insisted on demolishing their old trailer.

But the only sound was the tapping of Jenna’s laptop.

Emily forced a quick laugh, rushing to hide her hurt. “Of course I can’t come home until my car’s repaired,” she said. “So maybe you could lend some money?”

“No,” Jenna said. “That’s why you have insurance. Burke included a comprehensive policy when he bought the car.”

Emily squeezed her eyes shut, wishing she hadn’t cancelled the collision coverage. But audition clothes were expensive and her agent had stressed the importance of dressing for the part she wanted to play.

And if she received a callback for the Kentucky movie, yet another purchase would be necessary. Her agent would freak if she wore the same clothes to the second audition. And she needed to freshen her highlights. The movie was based on a true story from the nineties, and the casting director had stressed they wanted blondes.

She realized Jenna was still talking and yanked her attention back to her sister.

“Exams are a nightmare,” Jenna said with a heavy sigh. “I can’t wait for the spring semester to be over.”

Emily made a sympathetic sound deep in her throat. Luckily she didn’t have to cram for exams, not anymore. She’d already learned college wasn’t her thing. It was ironic that Jenna was working her butt off to be a vet when Burke would happily buy her anything she wanted. Clearly studying was hard on everyone’s head. Jenna hadn’t sounded this subdued in years.

“Forget about college for a few days,” Emily said impulsively. “Visit me in Louisville. You can have the bed. I’ll sleep on the couch. And I promise to be quiet when you need to study. We can shop, do your nails, spice up your wardrobe. It would be loads of fun.”

“Thanks, Em. But shopping is your fix. I’d rather massage a few animals, sit on the porch and maybe end the night with a beer.”

Emily’s shoulders drooped. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d spent quality time with Jenna. “You mean end the night with Burke,” she said.

“Yes.” Jenna’s voice turned husky as it always did when she spoke of her hunky husband. “He’s definitely the best way to finish the day. But he’s working in New York now. Some big merger that’s going to take awhile. I miss him.”

She misses him more than me. The realization made Emily’s throat tighten. It was only natural—Burke was Jenna’s husband. But Emily felt so alone now. Sometimes she wished they still lived in their sagging trailer, back when it was her and Jenna against the world.

Jenna had always been a rock, more like a mother than a sister, and the only person in the world who loved Emily despite her flaws. She couldn’t imagine not having Jenna around to laugh with. To listen to her problems. To fix things.

She twisted a tendril of hair around her finger, painfully aware Jenna might win a sister-of-the-year award but she never would. No wonder Jenna preferred Burke’s company. He gave back. He showed he cared.

Emily had trouble just remembering the details of Jenna’s vet program. She gave her head a regretful shake, wishing she’d paid more attention. But it was difficult to ask questions when she couldn’t even pronounce the course names. “Well,” she said cautiously, “I hope the studying is going well. After exams are over, maybe you can take a break.”

“Yes,” Jenna said. “Now I really have to get back to the books. Glad you and the dog weren’t hurt. See you.”

“Wait,” Emily said. “I need a tow—” But dead air filled the phone. She lowered her hand, blinking in hurt, unable to recall any other time when Jenna had been the first to hang up.
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“Really?” Emily slumped against the window, her grip on the phone tightening. “Another rejection?”

“Sorry,” her agent said, without sounding sorry at all. “They didn’t want you. You might consider new headshots. I can refer you to an excellent photographer. His rates aren’t cheap but all the successful actors swear by him. And how long is your hair now? It’s probably time to consider a more innovative cut.”

Emily stared down at the bustling street while her agent recited a list of Louisville’s top hair stylists. So far, she’d followed every one of Tamara’s suggestions. Clothes, classes, diction and diet. She’d never questioned the price. Of course, that was when Jenna and Burke were footing the bill.

She didn’t want to beg for extra money, not after this morning’s car crash. They already provided a reasonable allowance. But it was mind-boggling how much it cost to break into the movie industry...and okay, perhaps she had blown her budget on clothes.

There hadn’t been much choice though. A makeup commercial for cable TV and two local car ads certainly didn’t pay her rent, although she wouldn’t have landed even those paltry jobs if her clothes hadn’t hidden her dirt-poor roots. As Tamara said, appearances were critical.

If Jenna knew how broke she was, she’d simply tell Emily to come home. She’d be doubly insistent if she knew Emily’s car was stranded at the mechanic’s. Burke might even interfere with his own brand of persuasion. That man would do anything to please Jenna.

Emily squeezed the phone with a sticky palm, trying to quell her rising panic as Tamara lectured about ‘imperative career investments.’

“Would it make any difference if I streaked my hair?” Emily finally asked. “Money’s a little tight now but I can do that myself.”

Tamara gave a dismissive snort. “A cheap home job isn’t enough. Remember, you have to invest in your career. This is about contacts. Contacts, persistence and looking good.” Tamara’s voice faded then turned rushed. “I have another call. I’ll email you if something comes up.”

If something comes up, not when. Obviously Tamara was losing hope too. Emily swung away from the window, unable to hide her frustration. “Wait. Please tell me the truth. Is there much chance? Do any of your clients ever make money?”

“Absolutely.” But Tamara’s voice turned defensive. “In fact, I’m sending a busload of extras to the movie set tomorrow. Sometimes the casting director will spot a new face. That’s what happened with Harrison Ford.”

Extras. Emily sank onto the sofa. Background seemed to be the only work Tamara ever offered. And Emily didn’t want to be one of those. She wanted to have lines, to receive a credit, to be someone Jenna would see on screen and proudly say, ‘That’s my sister.’

“Only last month one of my background performers landed a speaking role,” Tamara went on. “I was the sole reason he was on set. Perhaps you should consider it? Background pays slightly more than minimum wage and it also provides meals. Of course, I do receive my agency’s standard commission.”

“Of course,” Emily said dryly. However, she did a quick calculation. Nine days of background work would pay for her radiator. It wouldn’t cover the bumper but at least the Lotus would be drivable. Best of all, she wouldn’t be forced to crawl back to Jenna.

“They’re shooting a party scene tomorrow,” Tamara said. “We need more bodies to fill the room.”

“How much work? Could I get nine days?”

“Doubtful,” Tamara said. “They can’t use the same background for the stables. But these things often stretch, especially when animals are involved.”

“All right.” Emily blew out a resigned sigh. “I’ll do it.”

“Excellent. Wear your best nineties party clothes, and wardrobe will top you off there. The movie site is north of Lexington, about a two-hour drive from Louisville. Be at the pickup point at four thirty.”

“Four thirty?” Emily asked weakly. “In the afternoon?”

“No. Morning.”

“Do extras get paid for travel time?”

Tamara only laughed, as if Emily had made a joke.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The bus jerked twice then rumbled from the dark parking lot. Emily yawned and relaxed against the seat. She hadn’t been up this early since Peanut’s bout with colic. Luckily she never had any problem falling asleep. Tamara had said it was a two-hour drive to the set, plenty of time to grab a nap.

“This is my ninth movie,” the passenger beside her said. “How many have you been in?”

Emily turned toward the middle-aged lady in the adjacent seat. “This is my first,” she admitted. “But I’ve been in a few commercials.”

“A makeup commercial?”

“Yes.” Emily nodded eagerly. “Did you see it?”

The lady shrugged. “I just noticed all the makeup you’re wearing. You do realize they have hair and makeup on set?”

Emily stiffened, biting back a quick retort. She couldn’t imagine going anywhere without fixing her face first. And this lady could certainly benefit from some makeup. Despite the bus’s gloomy interior, crows’ feet visibly edged the woman’s eyes. She was attractive enough, with nice bones, but she had horribly bushy eyebrows and deep worry lines slashed her forehead. She certainly wasn’t the glamorous type one expected to see at a movie site.

“I heard they offered George Clooney the lead,” the woman went on, “but settled for Robert Dexter. I’m just thrilled to see a famous stud farm. I don’t get close to many horses in the city.”

Emily’s tart retort died in her throat and she forgave the rude makeup comment. This lady wasn’t mean-spirited, only talkative. And she couldn’t be all bad if she liked horses. Emily hadn’t realized Robert Dexter was one of the stars. It would be cool to be in a scene with such a famous actor. That might impress Jenna.

“Where exactly is the horse farm?” Emily turned slightly in her seat. “My agent only said it was a couple hours east of Louisville.”

“Don’t you know? It’s being shot at Hamilton Stud. This movie is about Reckless. That’s the name of the movie too. Maybe we’ll even see his grave.”

“You’re kidding. That would be cool.” Emily nodded in approval. Jenna would definitely be interested in anything about Reckless. The famous racehorse had been one of the most influential Thoroughbred sires in North America. His progeny were still burning up the track and his owner, Thomas Hamilton, had been equally flamboyant, cutting as wide a swathe with the women as his stud had with the mares.

She whipped out her phone and began texting. On way to movie shoot at Hamilton Stud. Robert Dexter is playing Thomas Hamilton. Will send pics.

“Just remember not to take pictures of the actors,” the lady said. “That’s forbidden. If you don’t follow etiquette, you’ll be blackballed.”

Emily grimaced. “Wouldn’t dream of it.” She palmed her phone, hiding the screen.

“Shania Stevens is playing Hamilton’s groom,” the woman added. “Not sure about that casting decision. She’s gorgeous but a real city girl. She doesn’t even like horses.”

“You sure know a lot.” Emily nodded admiringly. “Your agent sounds way better than mine.”

“I don’t have an agent,” the woman said, with a hint of a sneer. “Background performers can apply on the Internet. That way you don’t pay commission. Kentucky has lots of film incentives so the industry is hopping. It just takes a little research. Stupid not to be prepared.”

Emily’s mouth tightened. She may not be a good student but she wasn’t stupid. And this lady was as bossy as Burke, always preaching about preparation and the value of hard work. No way was she going to sit and listen to another gratuitous lecture.

She checked the back of the bus. There were no window seats left, but a couple empty spots remained on the aisle.

“My name’s Judith,” the lady said. “What’s yours?”

Emily groped beneath the seat for her bag. “Emily,” she murmured.

“That’s a nice name. Does anyone ever call you Em? My parents used to call me Judy but that was long ago...” The woman’s voice faltered and she clutched her hands, revealing nail-bitten fingers. She certainly had stopped talking now. But her silence was heavy with melancholy.

Emily fingered her bag. “My sister calls me Em. She’s the only one.”

Someone in the back snored, a deep nasal sound that made the people sitting behind them giggle. But Judith didn’t crack a smile.

Emily pushed her bag back under the seat, scrambling for something more to say. She definitely couldn’t switch seats now and leave this lady looking so sad. “Thanks for reminding me not to take pictures,” she said. “I need more than a day’s work and can’t afford to upset anyone.”

“Just stay away from the camera,” Judith said, her voice regaining a touch of its earlier authority.

“What do you mean?” Emily asked. “Shouldn’t we try to be noticed?”

“Not if you want to be called back. We’re background for a house party. If your face is on screen, you won’t be eligible for any track or stable scenes. Are you special skills?”

Emily wrinkled her nose. “Special skills. What’s that?”

“Background who can ride or handle horses. Special skills might get up to twenty days’ work as long as they’re not filmed in the house. Grooms didn’t mix with the bluebloods. Don’t you know anything?”

Normally Emily had little patience for people who shot such rude barbs but this woman didn’t seem malicious, only awkward. Judith definitely knew a lot about the movie, and if there was a chance for three weeks’ work, Emily was keen to hear more. “I’ve been around horses my entire life,” she said, leaning forward in the seat. “I definitely should be special skills.”

“It’s not that easy.” Judith shook her head. “They’ll check qualifications. Especially with Dan Barrett in charge.”

“Who’s Dan Barrett?”

Judith’s forehead wrinkled. “Didn’t you look up any of these people? He’s the reason that mustang movie cleaned up at the Oscars. He can persuade a horse to stand up and talk. All the directors want him. But he insists on complete control over the animals, wranglers and stunts.”

“But I really am qualified.” Emily’s voice rose. “I worked for over a year at the Three Brooks Equine Center. They have a training track and some of the top Thoroughbreds in the east.” She paused, deciding it was best not to admit she was only a tour guide. “We even had a Kentucky Derby winner once.”

Judith sniffed. “Then I’m surprised you haven’t heard of Dan Barrett.”

“Well, I have now.” Emily crossed her arms and looked out the window, staring at the blur of pavement. Surely working at Three Brooks would qualify her for special skills. She hadn’t been an actual exercise rider of course, or even a groom, but she’d certainly given a lot of tours.

And she could honestly say she’d galloped on a track. She and Peanut had raced at the annual Stillwater Fair back home in West Virginia. No one needed to know the oval was tiny and not completely fenced. Or that they had come last—Peanut’s legs were far too short to cover much ground. But they had almost beaten the potbellied donkey, and Jenna had waved a pompom and cheered from the finish line. She’d even bought Emily a triple chocolate ice cream cone that day. Peanut had helped eat it.

Emily’s mouth curved at the memories. The Stillwater Fair and Steeplechase had always been a blast. Maybe they could go again and relive those carefree times. No way would Jenna worry about school when whooping it up at the fairgrounds.

They’d always dreamed of staying at the Steeplechase Inn and enjoying all the night festivities. That hadn’t happened yet. It would be cool to do it for the first time, together.

Emily turned back to Judith, her voice hopeful. “How long is this movie? Would a wrangler have more days than background? Someone has to look after the horses, right?”

“Yes, but wranglers are already on site. And like I said, Dan Barrett only hires the best.”

“Of course,” Emily said, undaunted. Wranglers might already have been hired, but they still needed special skills. And if she snagged that job, she’d have more work than a single day of background. The director might even notice her and give some lines.

With a little luck, she could afford to fix her car and also book that hotel for Jenna. They could go to the steeplechase together, just like old times. It would be cool to finally be the sister who picked up the bill.

Jenna would be shocked when Emily drove home waving two weekend passes and an all-inclusive reservation at the Steeplechase Inn. It was hard to remember the last time she’d done something special for Jenna. Burke usually had that area covered. But not this time. He worked out-of-state a lot and didn’t have a clue how much his wife loved the jump races.

Emily tilted on her seat, buoyed with fresh optimism. “When we get to the movie site, is there a place for the different background types to register?” she asked. “Because I’m quite certain this Barrett guy is going to want my special skills.”
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“Sign the non-union sheet, then follow the group.” The man with the thin pigtail and headphones glanced up from the table and gestured at the snaking line of people. Several crude signs read ‘BG’ and crooked arrows pointed to a large brown tent.

Emily gave a breezy smile. “Could you please make sure my form says ‘special skills.’ That should have been added.”

The man frowned. “You’re here for party background.”

“Yes, but it was an oversight.” She signed her name with a flourish. “I just need my qualifications updated.”

The man yanked at the form, pulling it from under her pen almost before she finished signing. “Fat chance,” he said. “Now move along. You’re holding up the line. And we’re on a tight schedule.”

“But if you could just write SS by my name, then I’m sure—”

“Go.” He jabbed the air with a crooked thumb then muttered into the mouthpiece of his walkie-talkie.

Emily rolled her eyes and flounced over to Judith. “Sheesh. That guy at the table was so rude.” She shot him a dark look that made her feel marginally better but unfortunately the man was too busy to notice.

“Anyone with a walkie is usually an assistant director, or an assistant to an assistant director,” Judith said. “So be careful. And get used to the rudeness. We’re just background. We wear what they tell us, stand where they tell us, and eat when they tell us. Some companies treat background better than others but generally we’re just a body.”

Emily stepped back, staring at Judith in consternation. “Then why do it? Will background help us become real actresses?”

Judith snorted. “Not likely. We’re invisible. But it’s fun working at movies. It’s interesting seeing how they’re made, how much footage they have to shoot for just a couple minutes. I’m not doing anything else with my time. Although I usually stick to jobs within an hour’s drive of Louisville.”

“This one is a lot further than that.” Emily rubbed the back of her neck, still rather stiff from the bus ride.

“Yes, but I wanted to see the farm. Reckless was a famous horse but Hamilton Stud is closed to the public. With this movie being shot on location, it’s a chance to make it through the gate. The production company made several proposals before the Hamiltons finally gave permission.”

“A movie would certainly be disruptive,” Emily said, peering at the rows of trailers and humming generators. Coils of black wire littered the ground and officious-looking people rushed past with headsets and strained expressions. “The Hamilton horses must be a bit rattled.”

Judith gestured at the row of white barns standing in the distance. “The buildings are still here but there aren’t any racehorses left. After Reckless died, they sold their broodmares. The Hamiltons have six offspring in training but they’ve been shipped to a dispersal sale.”

Emily gulped. Judith was a walking encyclopedia. The research this woman had done for a simple movie left her feeling insecure. And she hated that feeling. She smoothed her hair, hoping to bolster her confidence. At least her makeup was carefully applied. She always felt braver when she looked her best—people treated her much better.

“Where’s the coffee?” she asked, scanning the portable trailers. “I’ve been up since three and really need some caffeine.”

Judith jerked to a stop, her voice lowering to a horrified whisper. “You can’t just wander off. Coffee breaks are scheduled according to regulation. They’ll tell us when it’s time. Everything is preset.”

Emily rolled her eyes. “It’s just a little coffee. And look at the long makeup line. I’ll be back in a couple minutes.” She pivoted, scanning the area for posted signs. Crude arrows pointed in every direction: makeup, wardrobe, barn, party. But she couldn’t see anything about food.

“Save me a spot in line,” she added. “I’m going to scout around. I’ll bring you back a coffee.”

Judith opened and closed her mouth, glanced at the long makeup line and then back at Emily. “A coffee would be good,” she admitted. “I take milk in mine.”

Emily grinned. Judith wasn’t bad, just a little uptight and clearly lonely. But it was nice to have a buddy.

She nodded and veered to the left, stepping over thick black extension cords and passing noisy generators that muffled the sounds of hammering. An arrow pointed to a long tent: Dining Room.

She strolled through the open door and up to a table laden with serving trays. Folks here had been eating well. The distinctive smell of bacon and eggs lingered in the air. Stainless steel coffee machines stood in a row—not just one, but six—offering every type of tea and coffee imaginable, both pod and drip. There was even Herbalife tea and that stuff was awesome. She felt herself recharging, merely from seeing the logo.

However, there were no paper cups, only china, and it was going to be awkward walking out with a dainty cup and saucer. She picked one up, handling it dubiously, but her hesitation was costly.

“Excuse me,” an authoritative voice said. “This tent is restricted. Background isn’t allowed.”

Emily turned toward the woman, her fingers tightening around the saucer. She didn’t want to get in trouble her very first hour. But she also didn’t want to leave without two cups of this delicious-smelling coffee.

“Of course, I’m aware it’s restricted,” Emily said. “But I’ve been asked to pick up beverages.”

“You’re not cast or crew. Who sent you?”

Emily adjusted the cup in the middle of the saucer, stalling for time. But her mind blanked beneath the woman’s gimlet gaze. Judith’s name wouldn’t carry much weight, and she couldn’t remember any of the directors Judith had mentioned. She gave an airy wave of her hand. “You know...the assistant director. That guy who does the horses.”

The attendant’s gaze shifted to someone behind Emily. Her stony expression cracked into a surprisingly pretty smile.

“You’ll need paper cups around the barn,” a man said, his voice low and velvety but with an unmistakable hint of authority.

Emily turned, her breezy words stalling in her throat. He was so ruggedly handsome, he had to be a movie star. Striking cheekbones accentuated a chiseled jaw and perfectly cut mouth. Amusement edged his eyes as he reached below the table and pulled out a stack of paper cups. “How many cups do you need?” He winked. “You know, for that guy who does the horses.”

“Two, please.” She checked over her shoulder. The attendant had rushed away to challenge an unfortunate teenager by the doughnut table. “Thanks,” Emily whispered. “I thought she was going to pry the cup from my hand.”

“She’s been known to do that. She’s irritatingly vigilant.” The man chuckled, such a warm and easy-going sound Emily stopped worrying about the Gestapo attendant.

Now that she had a chance to study his clothes, it was clear he was no actor. There was nothing fake about his faded jeans, his workmanlike tan or the layer of dust that covered his boots. His brown hair was slightly long, curling over the back of his collar and lightened from the sun. He was a head taller than she was, and had a big headset stuck in his leather cowboy belt.

Emily’s tension eased. It would have been awesome to bump shoulders with a famous actor like Robert Dexter but she’d grown up among simple working folk. She was comfortable around this type of man. There was no need to pretend.

“This is my first time on a movie set,” she confided. “They certainly have a great selection of coffee.”

“It goes a long way in keeping people happy.” His gaze drifted over her brand new silk dress down to her stiletto heels, his intelligent blue eyes seeming to absorb every detail. “You don’t look like you’re heading to the barn.”

“No, I’m an actress.” She laughed, but his gaze remained on her face. “Well, trying to be,” she added. “I’m background, here for the party scene. Hoping to be moved to special skills.”

“What are your special skills?”

Her smile froze. His simple question highlighted her unfortunate dilemma. She had no skills. Despite Jenna’s support, her life had been a depressing string of failures. So far, her most notable achievement was holding her breath longer than any of the boys at the Three Brooks swimming hole.

Naturally she had an elevator pitch that, speaking fast, could be delivered in less than thirty seconds. And she was accustomed to fighting for attention. However, this man just waited, as though her answer was important and he wasn’t going to be distracted by silly prattle.

Someone hollered. Cutlery rattled. But neither of them spoke.

“I’m guessing you’re a very fine dancer,” he finally said, his voice gentle. “Wardrobe gave you nice heels too. Perfect for the party shoot today.”

She laughed then, a real laugh, despite her surge of despair. “I haven’t been to wardrobe yet.” She stuck out her foot and wiggled her toes. “These are my own shoes. But I was hoping my horse experience might qualify for special skills.”

“You’re experienced? With Thoroughbreds?”

“I worked for almost two years at the Three Books Equine Center.”

“I’ve heard of the place.” He gave an approving nod. “So you’ve handled some rough stock?”

She nodded. Not really a lie. When Peanut wanted to keep grazing, he was plenty tough to catch. And she’d often moved horses around for the technicians, collecting them from their stalls and leading them to the therapy rooms. Some of them were quite rambunctious, although it was probably prudent not to ask this man’s definition of ‘rough.’

“Drop by the main barn after the party shoot,” he said. “If you can handle a horse, we might be able to use you. But dress appropriately.” The corner of his mouth twitched. “And the assistant director has his own coffee girl and doesn’t look after the horses. And we usually just refer to him as the AD. What’s your first name?”

“Emily,” she managed, her cheeks flushing with heat. She should have paid more attention when Judith was prattling about ADs and movies and Internet gossip. At least this man hadn’t called her bluff in front of the coffee guard.

And ‘dress appropriately?’ She hadn’t worn jeans since she left West Virginia, determined to leave her hick life behind. But this was a big opportunity...if only she could find suitable clothes.

“I’m Dan Barrett,” he went on. “Here’s my card. It will give you entry to the test site.”

“Test?” The mere word turned her mouth dry. She tended to flunk tests.

“Just basic horse handling,” he said. “We need background that can handle horses, not actors trying to pretend they know what they’re doing. Can you ride?”

“Sure. I’ve been riding since I was two.” She squared her shoulders in a show of confidence but inside, her heart was pounding. This was the Barrett guy Judith had talked about, the production manager for the horse unit. She hadn’t mentioned he was drop-dead gorgeous with a voice so soft and silky it was almost hypnotic. Or that his cobalt blue eyes would leave her slightly unbalanced, as if they could see much more than she liked to reveal.

Judith had only said he was an industry expert. And certainly not the type to be fooled.

She knew she should grab the opportunity and leave, before she said anything more and screwed it up. But she lingered, palming the card around her warm cup. “I’m not really a fancy rider,” she said. “I haven’t had any formal instruction, not unless you count a big sister who always preached about not yanking on a horse’s mouth.”

“Sounds like a smart sister.”

“Yes.” Emily nodded. “Super smart. And the best horse masseuse around.” She gave herself a mental kick, wishing she’d said Jenna was studying to be a vet. That was much more impressive. But there was something about Dan’s eyes, so knowing and patient, not at all judgmental. He just waited, as though what she had to say was of the utmost importance. And she should be selling herself here, not drawing attention to her limited background.

“Jenna taught me a whole lot,” she added lamely. “But you know, basic stuff.”

He nodded, poured a cup of coffee and snapped on a plastic lid. She checked for a ring but his fingers were bare. And lean and tanned and rugged. Like he was capable of doing many things. A flush of awareness swept her.

She jerked her head up, realizing she’d been staring. And all he was doing was putting a lid on a cup. “Well, thanks very much.” She backed up a step. “I appreciate the opportunity. Guess I’ll see you later.”

“Yes.” He smiled. “This afternoon.”

She nodded and walked toward the exit, unable to resist a last peek over her shoulder. Already he was surrounded by three men with headsets. For a brief instant though, his head turned and his piercing gaze caught hers.

His eyes seemed to skim over her legs in a classic male once-over. However, the moment was too brief and she brushed it aside as merely wishful thinking.
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“This has to be the most boring job in the world,” Emily said, peering over Judith’s shoulder into the makeup tent. “Has this line even moved since I left?”

“This is normal.” Judith sipped her coffee, barely looking up from her e-reader. “We’re getting paid now, so relax. But thanks for the great coffee.”

Emily drained her cup and glanced around, searching for a sympathetic face. About thirty people lined up behind them, but each one seemed stoically resigned, either reading, texting or moving like the walking dead. Not a single person appeared ruffled.

At least this wait provided time to brush up on her horse knowledge. Nothing to it. A simple call to Jenna would do the trick. She tossed her cup into a nearby garbage can and pulled out her phone. Scrolled down to her sister’s name then paused. Her finger wavered over the keys. Jenna still hadn’t answered her earlier text and was obviously busy cramming.

It might be quicker to check the Internet for the proper way to lead a horse. Not that Emily was a total newbie. She’d participated in many 4-H activities and Wally, the Center’s manager, had constantly lectured her on safe handling.

The movie people might even want Wally’s reference. Heck, she’d better warn him. On movie site of Reckless, she texted. May need reference. OK?

Wally answered within a minute. Yes. Will confirm A1 tour guide. Have fun.

Not a tour guide, she clicked. Horse handler. She crossed her fingers and waited.

His next text was very short: lol.

She grimaced. Not much help there. Wally considered her a lowly tour guide; it would be impossible to change his mind. Jenna, however, could do it with one phone call. Wally would walk over hot coals for Jenna.

She scrolled back to her sister’s name but again hesitated. Asking Jenna to speak to Wally would definitely disrupt her studying. It would also drag Emily back full circle to begging for help.

It might be better to call Wally’s receptionist and have her handle any calls. Frances was rather ornery. However, she’d padded Emily’s job description before in exchange for crossword puzzle help. Besides, the movie people might not check references, especially if she aced the skills test. And really, how hard was it to lead a horse?

Reassured, she scrolled the Internet and pulled up a horse site. ‘Lead from the left,’ it said. ‘Hand six inches below the halter ring. Turn the animal away from you.’

Okay, she already knew that. And she always got along well with horses...normal ones, anyway.

She tapped Judith on the arm. “Can you tell me if Reckless was a normal horse? Besides being able to run freakishly fast?”

Judith impatiently lifted her gaze from the e-reader. “You’re too young to remember his races, but I can’t believe you didn’t do any research. I’m not sure what you mean by normal, but Reckless was a terror in the starting gate. He didn’t even run in the Derby. His groom disappeared and for a while he was unmanageable.”

“Unmanageable.” Emily gulped. “What exactly does that mean?”

“He reared. Charged. Bolted. I believe he was pining for his groom. He never made it to any of the three-year-old classics. All his races were won as a four-year-old. That’s why this movie is so intriguing. People will finally hear the entire story.”

“They should have paid the groom more money,” Emily said. “I don’t blame him for quitting.” A rearing horse was scary. She’d been clipped once on the shoulder and had a healthy respect for flailing hooves.

Judith’s mouth tightened. “The groom was female, not male. And she left two weeks before the Derby. Just disappeared.”

Emily shrugged and returned to the search function of her phone. ‘How to handle a rearing horse,’ she typed.

The screen changed, offering a wealth of equine information, tips and opinions. There were plenty of pictures, video and instruction—some of it conflicting. But all the Internet experts agreed on one thing: a rearing horse was very dangerous.

“Size?”

The clipped question pulled Emily from her research. She glanced up. A lady with an iPad impatiently tapped a finger.

“Size seven,” Emily said, disappointed now that the line was moving. Some of these horse videos had been extremely entertaining.

“Height and weight?”

“Five foot six inches, one hundred and nineteen pounds.” She automatically shaved two pounds. One hundred and nineteen sounded much better than one twenty-one.

“Move along to the wardrobe counter,” the lady said, barely lifting her head as she punched in the data.

Emily joined Judith who’d already been issued a beige dress with a rather ugly lace neckline.

“Try to get a neutral color,” Judith whispered as she headed for a change room.

Emily grimaced. She preferred bright colors, not boring brown. But if she was prominent in the party scene, she might blow her chance at special skills. On the flip side, she might not even pass the horse test, and the chance to appear on screen with a famous actor—someone who even Jenna would recognize—hung tantalizingly within reach.

A harried wardrobe lady dropped a gold sheath on the counter. Emily brightened. She could live with that. The dress was beautiful yet wouldn’t stand out in a crowd. “Do you have matching heels?” Emily asked, scooping up the dress. “Something strappy? And I think a gold necklace would add some flair.”

“This isn’t a fashion show,” the lady said with an amused smile. “Move along now. The wardrobe supervisor is on the far side of the tent. She’ll check you out.”

Emily stepped into the next empty change room and tugged on the dress. It was beautiful with a timeless cut that fit the nineties yet wouldn’t look out of place at a cocktail party today. And the shoes were okay, not as sexy as she’d like and a half size too large, but otherwise acceptable. She did a satisfied pirouette in front of the mirror then hurried out to join Judith.

“This is great,” Emily said. “I wonder how they’ll do our hair.”

Judith shrugged. “You already look gorgeous. I doubt they’ll do anything more. Just leave your bag on the bench and get in the makeup line. After approval, we’re allowed to wait in the lunch room until our call time.”

Emily grimaced at the prospect of another lineup. At least there was something interesting to watch in this tent. There were six makeup stations and it looked like they did hair at the same time. One woman, obviously the supervisor, made last-minute adjustments before nodding curt approval.

All the makeup artists were extremely quick. And talented. But one poor woman was being rubbed with far too much rouge. “What are they doing to her?” Emily asked in horror. She certainly hoped they didn’t put that clownish red on her cheeks.

“It’s probably for the pool scene,” Judith said, keeping her voice low. “That’s when Thomas Hamilton brought Reckless to the house and announced he’d win the Derby. The poor colt was terrified and leaped into the pool. A couple guests were hurt, but they managed to get Reckless out okay.”

“It looks like that woman hit the side of her head,” Emily whispered, staring in awe as the lady’s face was transformed into a bloody mess. “They even made a line down the side of her cheek.”

“Probably supposed to be the horse’s hoof,” Judith said.

“What happened to Reckless at this party? I remember his name,” Emily said, “but I’m a little fuzzy on the history.”

“The pool incident is a famous story.” Impatience edged Judith’s voice. “He was drowning, and his groom jumped in and saved him. Animal experts think that’s why he missed her so much when she disappeared.”

“So, if Robert Dexter is playing the Hamilton guy, he’ll be in this scene?”

“Yes. There was some sort of party, lots of drinking, and then the horse was led up to the house. That’s when the trouble started.”

“Pool trouble?”

“Not just that.” Judith fiddled with the neckline of her dress. “Rumor was the groom and Thomas Hamilton were having an affair. The wife noticed and wanted the groom fired. I’m not sure if all that will be in the movie though. It’ll probably focus on Reckless jumping into the pool.”

“Wow.” Emily shook her head, unable to imagine a horse leaping into a pool. It had been tricky persuading some of the Thoroughbreds to enter the whirlpool at the Center. And that pool had a rubber ramp.

She inched another step forward in line, keeping her gaze on the woman with the bloody face. So far, everything on the set was fascinating—except, of course, for the waiting. But she was going to be in the same room as Robert Dexter and Shania Stevens, huge Hollywood stars. This could be her big break.

“Next.” A makeup artist gestured.

Emily stepped forward and sat in the chair, pleased to recognize several beauty brands crammed on the table in front of the mirror. “I’d like my eyes darkened a bit,” she said, tilting her head and studying her reflection. “Maybe add a little more charcoal eyeliner on the sides with just a touch beneath.”

The artist laughed. “Sorry. You’re okay as is. We’re not doing much for the extras, just making sure there’s enough party look. You won’t be that close to the cameras. Not unless you’ve been chosen for special effects. Have you?”

“No. Not chosen,” Emily said, rather deflated. It had been six hours since she left the apartment and her makeup needed refreshing. She’d packed her bag with essentials but this was her first chance to look in a mirror. It wasn’t at all reassuring. “Perhaps I could just sit here and fix my face myself?” she asked.

“Sorry. No time.” The artist tugged her out of the chair and Emily reluctantly rose, appalled at the noticeable shine on her cheeks.

“Come on.” Judith waved an impatient arm. “The quicker we get to the lunch room, the longer we’ll have for a break. They still have about twenty people to get ready.”

Emily took a last glance in the mirror but shook off her disappointment and followed in Judith’s wake. No hair, no makeup but at least she wore a very elegant dress. “The dining room is the other direction,” she said to Judith, remembering the tent with the delicious coffee...and Dan Barrett.

“We’re not allowed in that one. Background has their own lunch room.” Judith pointed toward a ‘BG’ sign. The crude letters were painted on a piece of plywood in bold green and a trail of well-dressed people filed into the drab tent.

Sighing, Emily stepped over a cluster of thick yellow wire then followed Judith inside. This place was much different from the dining room. It was poorly lit, the floor was merely dead grass flattened by countless feet and the musty air reeked of mold and onions. Wooden tables stretched in uneven rows. No chairs, only worn benches. Three metallic urns squeezed onto a wobbly stand. Coffee, tea and hot water: a much more limited selection than the dining room.

“Hurry,” Judith said. “Grab a doughnut before they’re gone.”

Emily picked up a plain doughnut then filled her coffee cup. “I hope my dress doesn’t pick on those benches.” She eyed the rough wood with suspicion. “We look much too nice to be stuck in this place.”

“At least you can have coffee,” a woman behind Emily said. “I was ordered to avoid drinking and not mess my makeup.”

Emily turned, recognizing the woman with the bloody face. “Your makeup does look realistic,” she said. “They did an excellent job. Do you get hurt in the pool?”

“I have no idea what I’m doing. I just stand where they tell me.”

Emily enjoyed a rush of relief. She wasn’t so ignorant. This woman knew even less than her. Probably nobody had researched the movie as much as Judith. “I heard we’re guests at the house party,” Emily said, trying to be helpful. “Apparently Reckless is scared and jumps into the pool. I can’t imagine a horse doing that, can you?”

“Doesn’t matter.” The woman pushed past her and scooped up three chocolate doughnuts. “The longer the day, the more money I make.”

“Exactly.” Emily nodded agreeably although she’d been so entertained by all the activity she’d forgotten she was here to earn a paycheck.

She edged onto the bench beside Judith and checked her messages. Still nothing since she sent the text on the bus. Maybe Jenna didn’t believe she was really working on the Reckless movie?

“Would it be possible to snap a picture of the set?” Emily asked. “Not the actors. But I need something to send my sister.”

“You still have your phone?” Judith’s eyes widened in horror. “They told me to leave mine in my bag.”

“They told me that too.” Emily shrugged. “So I stuck it in my shoe. It’s very expensive. I’m not going to just leave it.”

Judith’s lips clamped so tightly they turned white. “Don’t even think about taking pictures,” she hissed. “Your sister will have to understand. We could be kicked off. It’s not done.”

“She didn’t ask for a picture,” Emily said. “I just want to send one.”

“Why? Are you trying to impress her?”

“No, it’s not that,” Emily said. “Movies stars wouldn’t impress Jenna. But I want her to see what I’m doing.” And maybe a picture would validate my education allowance.

Her hand shook so abruptly coffee splashed her wrist. It hurt to admit most of her energy was spent figuring out how to justify handouts from her wealthy sister.

“Jenna really likes horses,” Emily added defensively, “so she’d be interested in this type of movie. That’s why I took the background job, so I can take her to the steeplechase back home.”

“I see.” Judith’s voice softened, her expression turning wistful. “Family is important. But now that you’ve met Dan Barrett, at least you can try out for special skills. Just make sure you get back to the bus by seven.”

“Sure,” Emily said. “And maybe you can get more work too. Will they need party background another day?”

Judith shrugged. “Who knows? But if this scene is based around an unpredictable horse, it might take days to get it right.”

“I hope so,” Emily said. Maybe she’d make enough money to book a deluxe room at the Steeplechase Inn. The end suite had a balcony overlooking the parking lot. There’d be at least fifty trucks at the tailgate party, all within shouting distance. The suite had a big fridge too so there’d be no problem keeping Jenna’s beer cold. She rubbed her hands with anticipation.

A man with a mike bustled through the doorway, interrupting her daydreams. “You’re heading to the set now,” he called. “Bus is waiting.”

“Show time.” Judith rose to her feet. “And if you’re going to sit with me,” she warned, “make sure that phone is turned off.”
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“Wow.” Emily pressed her nose closer to the bus window and peered at the huge mansion with the six white pillars. “That place is amazing. Do the Hamiltons still live there?”

“Yes. The movie is using the ballroom but none of the other floors. The barns and track are unrestricted though. That’s one of the reasons they were able to proceed with the film. Shooting on a single site keeps production costs lower.”

“What kind of budget are we talking? Ten million?”

“More like thirty,” Judith said. “And Mr. Hamilton is one of the backers. So it’s doubtful the movie will reveal his many affairs. Rather a pity.”

Emily nodded, more at ease now with Judith’s detailed knowledge. Earlier, it had made her feel unprepared, stupid even, but now she realized the woman was simply an avid movie buff. Besides, whoever had slept with Hamilton almost a quarter century ago didn’t matter much, although it was certainly remarkable that Reckless had jumped into a pool. And survived.

The bus shuddered to a stop.

She rose from her seat and followed the line of extras into the house, her heart pounding. It didn’t matter now that she was only background. She was going to be working with genuine movie stars.

A frowning woman with a dangling headset herded them into an airy ballroom. And now Emily really felt like she was on a movie set. Lights, cameras and faces crowded the area. Three of the cameras were in a semi-circle around a smiling man at the front of the room.

“Is that Robert Dexter?” she whispered to Judith. “He looks smaller than I expected.”

“Shush,” Judith said.

Camera crew surrounded Robert Dexter and the regal lady beside him. Obviously the lady was Liana Mason. Emily rose on her toes, craning to see past all the heads. Liana Mason had been in several of her favorite movies and appeared just as classy in the flesh. Dexter was disappointing though—not nearly as charismatic as she’d imagined. Certainly not as attractive as Dan Barrett, who wasn’t even an actor.

Someone rushed up and brushed powder on Dexter’s forehead. Emily edged closer until she was only twenty feet away. Her fingers itched to pull the phone from her shoe and snap a picture. Anything to prove she was really here.

“Spread out, please,” an authoritative voice directed. “Stand in groups of two to five.” A man carrying a loaded champagne tray pressed a fluted glass in her hand.

“Stay away from the front.” Judith tugged at Emily’s arm. “We’ll have a better chance of getting more work if our faces aren’t seen.”

Emily wavered. She understood the rationale, but it was incredibly tempting to squeeze closer to the action. Already many extras had pushed to the front. Besides, how would she be offered a speaking line if the director didn’t even see her?

“You’ll blow your shot at special skills if you go any closer,” Judith warned. “And you already had your share of luck meeting Dan Barrett this morning.”

Emily clasped her champagne and reluctantly followed Judith to the back of the room.

“Picture is up,” a man yelled. “Quiet everyone!”

At least she had a good view of the set. But it was difficult to hear the words and it seemed as if the two actors said the same lines over and over again. Her drink wasn’t even real, just some colored water in a plastic glass. And every time the assistant director yelled ‘action background’ she had to tilt her head and pretend to be having a fabulous time.

“This is boring,” she whispered. “How many times are they going to shoot the same thing?”

“Until they get it right,” Judith said, her voice rather distracted. Emily followed Judith’s gaze to an older man with silver-streaked hair and a rather pompous expression.

“Is that the real Mr. Hamilton?” Emily asked.

“Yes. Apparently he watches most of the scenes. That’s his wife standing beside him.”

The wife looked younger than Hamilton or maybe she was just better preserved. “It must be neat seeing two famous actors pretending to be you,” Emily said. “To have done something so important that it warrants a movie.”

Judith sniffed. “All they ever did was own a fast horse. And Hamilton was such a playboy, I’m surprised his wife didn’t leave him.”

The assistant director gestured at the background performers. “Reckless will be introduced now. When you see the signal—we’ll wave a yellow paper—rush to the pool window. Remember to keep your eyes on the horse.”

Emily glanced over her shoulder. The pool behind the clear glass was a hubbub of activity centered around a compact brown horse with a distinctive white stripe on his forehead. A striking blond lady stood by his head.

“Wow. Is that Shania Stevens?” Emily whispered, recognizing the gorgeous actress.

“Yes, she’s playing the part of the groom. The one that disappeared.” Judith edged closer to the window.

“How do they get that horse to stand still with all this commotion?” Emily asked, unable to remain silent. Her gaze shot to the man beside the director. “Oh,” she blew out an appreciative breath, absorbing Dan Barrett’s chiseled face. No wonder the horse was relaxed. She’d already experienced Dan’s super-calm vibes, his velvety voice.

“That’s the reason all the directors want Barrett,” Judith said. “His horses do the job right. And so far his stunts have been injury free.”

The wiry director was gesturing now, obviously more tense than in the ballroom. Even the camera crew appeared strained.

“Is there a problem?” Emily asked.

Judith shrugged. “I don’t know. But it’s a complicated scene. The Humane Association always has a safety rep on location. Maybe the rules say a horse can only jump in a pool once a week or something like that. This would be a pain to re-shoot, with all the background. There are another twenty extras outside.”

Emily glanced around. As directed, everyone was watching for the signal. Most people had drinks in their hands, although a few held cigars. They really did look like a roomful of partygoers being introduced to their host’s horse for the first time. A few lucky extras had been chosen to stand by the pool. The woman with the bloody makeup was quite close to Dan.

“Quit drooling and look at the horse,” Judith said. “Besides, Robert Dexter is happily married.”

Emily jerked her head away. She’d actually been admiring Dan, not Dexter. And now she regretted listening to Judith. If she’d followed the cameras, she might have been chosen as part of the pool background. Maybe even had a chance to see how Dan directed his horse stunts.

A man in front of the camera slapped his clapperboard. Someone shouted, “Action!” A yellow paper moved above the window and the background performers surged forward.

It wasn’t hard to pretend interest. Robert Dexter gestured at the clump of guests crowded around the horse. The colt pawed and jerked at the lead line, his eyes rimmed with white. Shania pulled at the line. It looked like she was in trouble.

Suddenly there were two blond handlers, but neither could hold the horse. He tossed his head and abruptly shot forward. Water cascaded around him as he leaped into the shimmering blue pool, accompanied by his waving mane, a snaking rope and scores of screaming people.

It was pure bedlam. The horse thrashed in the pool, his head disappearing beneath the water for long seconds, his hooves flailing amidst a frantic spray of white. Ladies screamed and Robert Dexter looked horrified.

Emily clasped a hand over her mouth, stifling her groan. This was horrible. The poor horse was drowning in front of them. And the brave groom was trying to lift his head. Had actually untangled the lead line from his front legs. And now the horse’s head was out of the water and he was swimming. Shania swam beside him, guiding the colt to the extra wide steps in the shallow end.

The horse scrambled out, paused and shook like a dog.

“Cut!”

“Well done!” The assistant director rushed over to Dan Barrett and pumped his hand. The director looked at a screen, grinned and announced they were moving on. Everyone around the pool smiled and slapped backs.

Emily lowered her hand, shaking in disbelief. “Wow. I thought that was all real.”

Even Judith remained silent for a moment. “They got it on the first take,” she finally said, rather grudgingly. “They’ll be happy. Unfortunately that means we won’t be called back.”

Emily lingered by the window, still in awe. The horse stood quietly now, completely unperturbed. In her opinion, he was the best actor here. Dan spoke with a blond lady, obviously the actress’s double. It had been the stunt double, not Shania who had jumped into the pool but the action had been so seamless, Emily hadn’t noticed the switch.

Three people dampened Shania’s clothes, spraying her hair and face and adjusting her makeup. She looked drenched but utterly beautiful. Emily glanced back toward the horse who was being led away by a wrangler.

“That is the neatest thing I ever saw,” she said. “I really want to keep working here.”

“We all do,” Judith said. “It’s easy money, getting paid for standing around. This will end up being about ten hours’ work. With the overtime, I might be able to pay my rent.”

“If I didn’t need the money so badly, I’d do this for free,” Emily said, still staring as Shania posed in front of the cameras. “This is fascinating. Especially the horse jumping into the pool. What happens now?”

Judith didn’t answer.

Emily glanced over her shoulder. Judith had already moved away, threading through the crowd but moving against the flow of people. Maybe she knew of another entrance, or a way to get closer to the action.

Emily charged in her wake, trying to stay close to her knowledgeable friend. It took a little bumping and several apologies before she reached Judith’s side.

“Why did you leave so fast?” Emily asked. “Can we get closer to the pool?”

Judith shook her head. Her gaze cut to the left. Thomas Hamilton and his wife lingered by a
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