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      For my parents.

      I’m sorry I didn’t become a vet, but at least I outgrew my dream of being a jockey! Raising a horse girl isn’t easy!
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      There was a weight to the stillness, the tangerine band streaking across the inky horizon holding something contrary to the promise of a new day. Liv’s nostrils stuck together as she drew in a breath. So cold. Maybe not as cold as the winters she remembered as a child à Montréal, but the record-breaking polar vortex sweeping Southern Ontario made her forget some of her hardy Québécois pride. She tugged her hood down and pushed gloved hands deeper into the pockets of her down-filled jacket, the squeak of her boots on the laneway’s hard-packed snow like Styrofoam to her ears.

      She’d take these frigid mornings over what was to come. Inventing creative ways to keep her fingers from freezing as she legged up feisty two-year-olds in the indoor arena was still preferable to hours spent imprisoned in the University of Guelph’s stuffy lecture halls and labs. Just three more days of winter break, and that’s what she’d be back to—pursuing a degree she wasn’t convinced she wanted.

      Back to reality. Back to expectations.

      Light spilled from the barn’s overhead apartment, and she almost expected to feel warmth as she sliced through the bright pool of light in her path. She slid through the side door, frost condensing on her eyelashes, her face starting to thaw, and a chorus of whinnies greeting her even before she switched on the lights.

      “’Morning girls,” she called, inspiring another singsong as she ducked into the feed room and scooped the breakfast ration of grain into a pail. When she turned the corner to the well-lit aisle, the faces of two mares jutted out of boxes on either side. The third, though...

      “Hey, ’Tisse, what’s up?”

      Sotisse stood in the corner of the deeply bedded straw, oblivious. The mare took a deliberate turn, huge belly swollen with the life she carried; her tail slightly raised, patches of sweat on her flank and neck darkening her bright chestnut coat to liver. Liv’s heart rate took off, and she scrambled to feed the other two horses.

      Nerves and muscles were at odds with her brain, but she summoned enough self-control to keep from racing back to the feed room, the grain bucket clattering to the ground. Vapour from the hot water flushed her face as she filled a stainless steel pail. In her other hand she scooped up the foaling kit she’d prepared—just in case—and power-walked back to the stall.

      Hold it together, Liv. Her hands were trembling so badly she fumbled with the elastic bandage as she wrapped Sotisse’s long golden tail, something she should be able to do in her sleep.

      Three weeks. Sotisse was three weeks early. Not technically premature, but still.

      She glanced at the time on her phone, then up at the ceiling. Both she and the exercise rider who lived upstairs were due at the training barn for seven, but she definitely wasn’t going to make it now. Calling on an extra set of hands was the sensible thing to do, even though complications were rare. This was Sotisse, Papa’s favourite racemare, having her first foal, by none other than Just Lucky. And she could be as practical as she wanted about the breeding business, but there was no denying she’d been waiting for this foal. This foal was special.

      Foaling was messy, and fast. But there was something intimate about it too, ushering a newborn into this world, and part of her didn’t want to share it with a stranger. Because even though Nate Miller had been working on the farm since September, he was really still a stranger to her.

      She’d just get him to hold Sotisse while she checked the foal’s position and washed under her tail and udder. Once she knew all was well, he could go. Taking two steps at a time, she flew up the stairwell.

      Meaning to knock softly, she rapped a staccato beat on the apartment door. There was no hiding the welling combination of panic and excitement in her eyes. The whole being professional and under control thing was definitely not coming off at the moment. She was ready to knock again when the door swung open.

      “Everything okay?” Nate stepped back to let her inside, eyebrow tweaked, but she stayed where she was, and dodged his eyes when they landed on hers.

      Damn the way her stomach tumbled. Normal, physiological response, right? Sure he was good-looking, but she had enough trouble being taken seriously because she looked fourteen without acting it. She’d leave the gushing to her younger sister Emilie, and the girls who worked on the farm—all of whom had applauded her for hiring him to break yearlings last summer. She’d given him the job because of his experience and references, not because a hot guy would be a welcome addition to the female-dominated staff.

      “Sotisse is in labour. I need someone to hold her while I check the foal’s position. I won’t keep you long.” Words ran together, the heat wafting from the apartment threatening to turn her into a puddle of sweat. Winter? What winter?

      “She’s pretty early, isn’t she?”

      Liv nodded, already dashing back down the stairs.

      Sotisse was sinking to her knees in the straw, glancing uncomfortably at her side before rocking back to roll as she tried to adjust the uncomfortable pressure inside her. The mare righted herself, resting, her well-sprung rib cage heaving with laboured breaths before she pitched into another roll, hooves clattering against the wall’s wooden boards. She lurched back to her feet, circling with head low, steam rising.

      Liv discarded her coat and adjusted her dark ponytail before sliding on a sterile sleeve, aware of Nate’s appearance beside her. She waited, balanced on the balls of her feet, shaking her arms loose at her sides like a runner ready to step into the starting block.

      “No…”

      The word caught in her throat; the sac appearing under the mare’s bandaged tail gleaming red instead of pearly white. Nate was already dragging open the door, like he must know what this meant. Red bag delivery, placenta previa, premature detachment of the placenta…more importantly, the foal wasn’t getting oxygen.

      Liv grabbed the sharp scissors from the foaling kit, Nate already at Sotisse’s head. She sliced through the thick membrane, a pungent soup of blood, faeces and amniotic fluid sluicing out, soaking her through jeans and long johns and coursing down the mare’s hocks. Reaching inside the birth canal to find the foal, her chest seized—one tiny foot was missing from the expected triad of two hooves and a nose.

      “You need to get this going,” Nate said, his eyes locking onto hers.

      “I know that,” she snapped, stepping back and ripping off the sleeve. “There’s a leg caught.”

      She peeled off layers until she was stripped to a tank top, beyond any memory of cold, and drew on a fresh sleeve. Sotisse’s contractions were powerful, closing in on her arm as she eased it inside the mare, following the foal’s neck past the pelvic rim to the shoulder wedged against it. How could such a tiny baby get it so wrong? Not that it wasn’t a good thing the foal was small, because it might be what made the difference between getting it out alive instead of dead. Braced against the mare’s hindquarters, she pushed the shoulder back and found the uncooperative limb, stretching farther to cup the soft hoof in her hand, struggling to flip it up to join its mate. Got it.

      Liv withdrew her arm and stepped back, still humming with adrenaline. Now they needed to get it out. Fast. “Turn her loose.”

      Sotisse lumbered around the stall, sweat and straw matting her thick coat, then buckled into the bedding and flattened herself with a grunt. Liv dropped to her knees, Nate right with her, the foal’s tiny feet inching out with every contraction. They each grasped a leg, and Liv looked at him sideways. Nate nodded, and when the next contraction came, they pulled.

      “C’mon, ’Tisse.” Liv tried not to give in to the desperation creeping into her voice.

      “You got this, momma,” Nate murmured. “Just one more push to get those shoulders clear and we’ll do the rest, promise.”

      He sounded a lot calmer than Liv felt. They strained with the mare, Liv clenching her jaw and putting her bodyweight behind one last heroic heave, and the foal’s shoulders popped through. Another grunt from all three of them, and Nate and Liv drew the foal out onto the straw with a slippery mess of blood and membrane and fluid. Liv fretfully looked for signs of life.

      Nate reached for the towels, passing her one, and started to vigorously rub the small, still, body. Liv lifted the foal’s head, propping its shoulder against her own hip as she cupped the tiny muzzle to clear the nostrils.

      “Filly,” Nate said with a quick peek under the wispy tail.

      “She’s not breathing,” Liv responded flatly, overwhelming dread paralyzing her as she cradled the foal’s head in her lap.

      “Get out of the way.”

      She was too dumbfounded to protest as he double-checked the foal’s airway, stretched out the neck, then closed off the far nostril to start resuscitation. The foal’s delicate rib cage rose and fell with the timing of his breaths, and as much as it irked Liv that she wasn’t the one doing it, it made no sense to interrupt him. She crept closer to check the filly’s pulse, and noticed Nate had stopped, his lips moving soundlessly, eyes fixed on the filly’s side. They both saw the faint flutter.

      “You got her.” Liv pressed her eyes shut, opening them again to assure herself it hadn’t been her imagination.

      “Welcome to the planet, baby girl,” Nate said softly.

      Neither of them moved, watching as each breath came more strongly than the last. Sotisse stirred with a low rumble, rocking up onto her sternum and curling her neck towards the foal. Liv turned to Nate, at a loss as to how to express the emotions flooding her, so she pushed herself to her feet instead.

      She grabbed the door frame as her legs cramped, then reached down for a dry towel and tossed it to him. “Stay with her?”

      Her legs slowly regained function as she shuffled to the office, heartbeat tempering. The newborn foal’s heritage surrounded her on the walls of the small room—framed images of their stallion, Just Lucky, winning the Queen’s Plate, and Sotisse’s victory in the Canadian Oaks. A large oil painting of the pair posing on either side of farm manager Geai Doucet dominated the room from behind a huge old desk. Liv paused—she could never just ignore that painting—then picked up the landline, not trusting the reception of her cell phone, and put in a call to Geai, leaving a message.

      By the time Liv returned, the foal was alert, her long forelegs stretched in front of her. Nate still rubbed the baby with the towel, a huge grin on his face as the filly shook her head and struck out with a hoof, trying to get her hind end underneath her. Sotisse was on her feet, supervising anxiously over his shoulder. While it got old, the way Emilie and the girls went on about Nate—the charm, the sandy blond hair, the azure eyes—he looked pretty good at the moment.

      A rush of incoming air from the door interrupted the sentiment, Liv glancing up the aisle. A fresh smile took over her face as Geai appeared around the corner. “You must not have been far away.”

      The old man ambled towards her and threw a well-bundled arm around her shoulders, pulling her into him as he squeezed. “Put some clothes on! It’s freezing!”

      “I’d forgotten,” Liv said wryly, bending down to scoop up the discarded pile. She eased her shirt on, everything aching.

      Geai peered through the stall door. “A filly?”

      Nate nodded and draped the towel over his shoulder as he climbed stiffly to his feet, hand outstretched. Geai grasped it firmly.

      “All good?” The farm manager turned back to Liv.

      “I could have done without the drama, and some oxygen would have been nice…but yeah, now, so far.” The list of things that could still go wrong lurked in her brain.

      Geai crossed his arms, the corners of his eyes crinkling as they went from Liv to Nate. “Great work, you two. But who’s getting on the horses this morning while our two exercise riders are here playing midwife?”

      Nate glanced at Liv with a smirk. “I’ll get going. Don’t expect I’ll see you over there anytime soon.”

      “I think you’re on your own this morning, sorry.” Her sweater hid the upward curve of her lips as she pulled it over her head, the adrenaline wearing off and leaving her with a chill. “Thank you,” she said, which was totally inadequate, but she wasn’t good at putting feelings into words.

      He flashed an easy grin, zipping his jacket and extracting a toque from the pocket. “Pleasure was all mine.”

      Maybe it was a good thing she was going back to school, because that, there, was a distraction, and there was no room for distraction in any of her plans.

      “At least her early arrival means you’ll get a few days to dote on her before your classes start, eh?” Geai’s voice pulled her back to the filly in the stall.

      She wasn’t going to think about classes right now. She fished a tiny cup out of the foaling kit and filled it with chlorhexidine, then went back in, interrupting Sotisse’s devoted cleaning of her new daughter to douse the foal’s umbilical stump. Sotisse rumbled worriedly, bumping Liv with her nose.

      “Don’t worry, momma, I’ll just be a second.”

      The filly kicked and struggled, amazing Liv with her rally. There were no markings on the jumble of legs, and only a few white hairs on her small wedge of a head, bobbing as her mother resumed her doting. A defiant whinny escaped from the filly’s throat.

      “Those lungs seem to be working fine now.” Liv grinned at Geai.

      “On dirait une p’tite chique,” Geai said, lapsing back into French now that Nate was gone.

      Chique—that name was going to stick. The comparison was amusing, but fitting—the filly kind of looked like a little quid of tobacco someone had chewed up and spit out on the straw. Liv went in once more to give the foal an enema, and started removing the soiled bedding, replacing it with a deep, dry, bed, banked up the walls.

      Geai’s steady gaze landed on her when she rejoined him. “You will make a great vet. But I’m not sure you can practice veterinary medicine and be ready to ride this one in the Plate in three and a half years.”

      “They’re all Plate horses at this stage,” Liv scoffed, deflecting the way he pinpointed her real dream with logic. Because that was the dream—to ride races, the Plate the ultimate goal, this filly worthy of a place in her fantasy. She’d made it this far, overcoming her first hurdle and moving on to the next, all legginess and hope.

      Geai chuckled and pushed up the sleeve of his heavy coat to check his watch. “I’ll leave you to it. Keep me posted.” He gave Liv a pat on the back and ambled off.

      She tossed Sotisse a flake of hay and shrugged into her coat, hugging it around herself as she headed to the feed room to make the mare a hot mash. Then she left mare and foal to bond, and in the warmth of the office collapsed into the chair behind the desk to write up the foaling report, the painting of Lucky and Sotisse overseeing.

      The Queen’s Plate—Canada’s most prestigious race, restricted to three-year-old Thoroughbreds foaled north of the forty-ninth parallel. Twelve hundred foals might be born across this country that spring; a hundred might be nominated for the classic; as many as twenty might go postward. Only one would get their picture taken in the winner’s circle under the royal purple and gold blanket of flowers. One winning team would be on the podium accepting the fifty gold sovereigns from the Queen’s representative. Many are called, few are chosen…and only one comes home first.

      Liv wrote it down like a prophecy: SOTISSE: January 2, 7:05AM, dk.b./br.filly by Just Lucky…

      Breed the best to the best, they said. And hope for the best.

      Her own future was as mapped out as Chique’s. She’d gone along with the assumption she’d become a vet for so long; now here she was, with a year and a half left of the DVM program and a surgical internship hers for the taking after she graduated, questioning the whole thing. Sure, it would be an asset to have a vet in the family, between the farm, and the string of racehorses at the track, currently wintering in Florida. Liv’s heart was with those horses, her passion pitch perfect on their backs, not at the end of a scalpel or reading radiographs. There was no doing both, because both were all-or-nothing paths.

      She finished up the foaling report and went back to the stall. The little filly struggled with determination to get to her feet.

      “Let’s see if I can help you out.”

      Positioning herself behind the foal’s rump, she wrapped her fingers around the base of Chique’s tail, and when the filly’s next scrambling effort came, Liv scooped an arm under the narrow ribcage for added support. The filly bobbled, but with Liv steadying her, parked a leg at each corner. Chique gave a definitive snort and minced forward, instinctively looking for her first meal.

      “You’re a fighter, ti-Chique.”

      Being a vet was a responsible choice. A safe choice. Giving up what she’d spent years in school for? Was crazy. Period. But Liv had done sensible her whole life. Maybe this filly was her chance to break free.
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      The clock on the tack room wall read ten to six, and outside Woodbine’s Barn Five, it was beginning to get light. A radio that was probably older than he was hung in the doorway, playing painful top-40 shit to which Nate found himself humming along, in spite of himself. He sat on top of the cupboards with The Daily Racing Form in his lap, worn brown boots beneath his faded jeans, waiting for his first mount of the morning. The light jacket and sweatshirt over his safety vest and t-shirt would be gone by the time they were finished with the last set of horses.

      “’Morning.”

      Trainer Roger Cloutier’s lengthy shadow appeared in front of the door beneath one of the covered light bulbs illuminating the shed, his back to Nate as he reviewed the whiteboard training schedule.

      “Hey, Rog.”

      “Claire ready to go?”

      The question wasn’t directed at Nate—he glanced up to see Liv at Roger’s side.

      Claire was a bay two-year-old—officially, L’Éclaircie—the only one Nate hadn’t started last fall when he was breaking the yearlings. Liv’s father, Claude Lachance, had purchased Claire at the Keeneland Breeding Stock Sale as a scruffy little weanling with no pedigree, apparently because he’d felt sorry for her, getting her for cheap. Liv had taken Claire on as her own project, somehow working around her insane school schedule to break the filly with the help of the farm manager, Geai. Claire had gone to Florida—without her—and came back last month with the rest of the Triple Stripe string, transformed over the winter into an athletic Amazon of a filly.

      Since Liv had finished her exams, she was here each morning to get on her share of the twelve horses Roger trained for her father, but she arrived way before Nate to muck Claire’s stall, take off her bandages, and clean her feed tub and water bucket—just like the grooms did for each of their charges. After she was done for the morning, she went on rounds with Roger’s vet, or helped out at the nearby equine hospital. She was definitely a novelty when it came to owners’ daughters.

      “’Morning Liv,” Nate said when she walked into the room.

      She smiled at him briefly, finding her Kroops in the corner and kicking off her shoes to slip into the tall black boots. He’d gotten used to that reserved, almost aloof smile. Small talk was definitely not her thing.

      “All set?” She twisted in his direction as she tied a kerchief over her dark hair and covered it with her helmet.

      Nate nodded, leaving The Form on the counter. He pushed his own helmet on with one hand and picked up his whip.

      “Michel’s on the shed with your filly, Nate.” Jo St-Laurent, Roger’s assistant trainer, emerged from the stall next to the office with Claire towering beside her, bay coat shimmering.

      Claire was flashy, the kind of filly that stopped people in their tracks. Legs for days with high white on three of them; a big star connecting to a wide stripe that covered her face before falling off her nose into one nostril; a little bit of a wall eye that made you wonder if you could trust her. Wall eyes weren’t often attractive, but Claire pulled it off.

      Michel came around the corner leading a smaller, stockier, bay filly, and the groom greeted Liv with a lazy grin as he went by. He stopped in front of Nate.

      “How’s Gemma today, Mike?” Nate checked the tack, the last over-played pop song loitering, unwelcome, in his head.

      “Good to go, Miller.” He legged Nate up and walked Gemma off, turning them loose.

      Gemma bounced as Nate took her a short turn, cutting through the middle of the barn. Small but mighty. Maybe she didn’t have Claire’s height, but Gemma was a full sister to Just Lucky, Claude’s horse-of-a-lifetime, with the associated high hopes. Heir apparent, while Claire was auditioning as Cinderella.

      He picked up the slack in his lines when they caught up to Claire back on the Triple Stripe side, Gemma’s quarters swinging out as they stopped. Claire curled her head around and bumped Jo in the shoulder, knocking her off balance, while Roger threw Liv up.

      “Meet you outside,” Roger called over his shoulder, walking down to the stable pony’s stall as Claire marched off, Jo leaning into her while Liv got tied on—knotting her reins, tightening the girth, adjusting her stirrup irons.

      The gradually rising sun cast a golden glow over the landscape, picking up brilliant highlights in the gleaming coats of both fillies as Roger steered Paz, the pony, between them. Liv reached forward and scratched Claire under her flip of black mane, Claire stretching her neck down and snorting happily.

      Gemma jigged a few strides, flinging her head and crowding Paz before Nate reeled her in. “See how nice Claire is being?” he chided. “Why can’t you be more like that?”

      They joined a growing stream of horses on the tree-lined path to Woodbine’s main oval. Toronto’s racetrack was the largest in Canada, one of the top racing venues in North America. Nate’s hometown Calgary didn’t have anything close.

      He’d told people that was why he’d left—it sounded reasonable. If he never went back, it would be too soon. He’d lucked out, getting this job. Claude had nice horses, and he’d even let Nate keep the apartment on the farm, though he’d been full time at the track since the Florida horses had returned.

      “L’Eclaircie and Just Gemma, a half.” Roger called the pair of fillies in to the clocker as they reached the tunnel to the main, just as it opened.

      The cadence of aluminum-shod hooves on the rubberized paving stones echoed off the concrete walls as they passed under the turf course. Claire was alert, head up and ears zeroed forward, and when they came out the other end, Liv let her jog up the slope to the on-gap. Gemma matched her enthusiasm, and even Paz sprang to life.

      “Meet you at the pole,” Roger said before turning off to the right and nudging Paz into a canter down the backstretch.

      Nate glanced over his shoulder and laughed as he and Liv jogged off the other way. Paz gave Roger a hard time, bouncing like a spring horse, ready to take up the chase when he saw horses already on the track ahead of him. Every. Single. Day. The old sprinter loved his job.

      Claire and Gemma jogged the wrong way along the outside rail—backing up—until they reached the wire, stopping with the towering grandstand behind them as they faced the infield. The sun coming across the track was blinding, bathing the surface. Horses galloped by while they stood: Claire a statue, Gemma bowing her neck and pawing impatiently.

      “Are you ready to get your ass kicked?” Liv smiled nonchalantly, with a rare outward display of confidence in her filly.

      Nate held back a laugh. Liv was so bloody serious most of the time. The only time she loosened up was when she was with Claire. “Oh yeah?”

      “You have the privilege of being among the first to view the sight that will frustrate many a jock this year.” She slapped Claire’s well-rounded rump.

      “We’ll see who’s watching what.”

      “Dream on, Miller. Let’s go.”

      They turned, both fillies leaping into a gallop—Claire on the inside, Gemma close beside her. Nate relaxed, standing in the irons and keeping Gemma next to Claire in the middle of the track, rounding the clubhouse turn and entering the straight. Liv glanced ahead at Roger’s silhouette astride Paz, standing on the outside rail a furlong away from the red and white half-mile marker that would be their starting point. Nate pulled down his goggles, and when Liv dropped Claire to the rail, Gemma locked onto her like a missile onto a target.

      The fillies matched strides, figuratively—Gemma was taking two for every one of Claire’s. Claire dragged Liv around the turn, when Nate didn’t have anywhere near that much filly beneath him. As they came down the stretch, Claire’s ears flickered forward and she accelerated, each thrust of her hindquarters dismissing the smaller filly, Liv still poised motionless in the tack. Nate sent Gemma after them with a chirp and a crack of his stick, Gemma inching up on Liv’s boot bravely, but with the wire looming, Claire cleanly changed leads, regaining a length advantage on her stablemate by the time the watches stopped.

      Gemma caught up as they galloped out. Nate ran his eyes over Claire, the easy bunching and extending of her muscles, then Liv. The smile she gave him lacked her usual restraint.

      “Nice ass,” he called, and ducked the look she shot back. Real original, Miller.

      They pulled up and turned in on either side of Roger and Paz. The trainer looked his two charges up and down.

      “That looked pretty easy,” Roger said to Liv.

      She shrugged, but the slight curve of her lips and the way her grey eyes shone belied her indifference.

      Roger glanced at his stopwatch. “She’s something else. If she turns out to be as good as I think she is, she’ll look like quite the bargain.”

      Liv withdrew back into herself as the endorphin rush subsided on the walk back to the barn. That’s the way it went—Nate had learned not to take it personally. She intrigued him, sure. Under different circumstances, he’d be into figuring that out. I mean, why not? She wasn’t hard to look at, and had that whole dark and mysterious thing going on. But there was a whole list of reasons why it stopped there, not the least of which was, owner’s daughter? Definitely off limits.

      Michel and Jo met them in front of the barn, exchanging halters for bridles and taking the fillies a turn while Nate and Liv set the tack for the next two horses. Back outside, Nate took the lead shank from Michel as Liv started to douse Claire’s neck with suds while Jo held, leaving the tall bay glimmering beneath a slick film.

      “So when do we head to New York, Rog?” Michel dipped a sponge in his own pail of steaming water, squeezing it over Gemma’s crest when the trainer rejoined them after putting Paz away.

      Roger crossed his arms. “A couple of weeks. Your father wants to send Claire now, too, Liv.”

      Nate arched an involuntary eyebrow and noticed the sharp turn of Liv’s head in Roger’s direction. News to her too, apparently. Claire shook her head and lashed her tail, Jo cursing while Liv wiped her face on her sleeve before carrying on like she hadn’t just been christened with bathwater…or had that boulder of information dropped in front of her.

      “Why the hell do you get to go, Mike?” Nate grumbled once he’d passed Gemma over to a hotwalker. Of course it made sense to send a groom—Roger was planning to ship three horses to Don Philips, Claude’s trainer at Belmont. I wouldn’t mind rubbing horses for a bit if it meant going to Belmont Park.

      “Think it’s called seniority, Miller.” Michel flicked the sponge at him before dropping it in the empty bucket.

      Nate dragged the back of his hand over his face. “Obviously not maturity.”

      “Boys,” Jo reprimanded. “Don’t worry, Nate, he’ll only be gone for a couple of weeks.”

      Liv actually smiled, though her eyes were on Claire as another hotwalker relieved Jo and started walking the Amazon.

      “I’ve never been to Belmont.” Nate stopped himself. No whining. One thing at a time. Woodbine was already a move up.

      “I’ll send you a postcard.” Michel slapped him on the arm as Nate followed him into the barn.

      Jo pulled out his next mount, a dark bay three-year-old. “Throw Nate up, will you, Michel?”

      Nate gathered the lines, and Michel thrust him aboard carelessly.

      “Miss you already, Mike.” Nate grinned as the colt walked off.

      Liv waited outside, circling her colt to keep him moving. The colt tried to bite Nate’s gelding playfully, and she smacked him on the neck with her stick and pulled him away, chasing him forward. Roger jogged Paz up and inserted the pony in between the two three-year-olds.

      Liv glanced at Roger, a slight furrow to her brow. “So I guess I’m going to New York.”
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        * * *

      

      Napoleon’s whole hind end wagged in welcome as Liv pushed through the door of Geai’s bungalow. Rubbing the black Lab’s head helped still the nerves her sprint here hadn’t.

      Geai appeared from the kitchen, ushering her into the living room. “So? How’d the filly work?”

      Liv tucked a leg under herself as she perched on the sofa, pulling a cushion to her midriff. “She was brilliant. Forty-five flat, just breezing. Put Just Gemma away without even trying.”

      Geai frowned. “Gemma? Roger worked them together?”

      “She’s the only one in the barn who can go with Claire.”

      “Who was on her? She must have an excuse.” Geai was ever loyal to their homebreds.

      “Nate Miller.”

      “Ah, you should have had a rider on her, then you’d be telling me something different.”

      “He can ride all right.”

      “I’ll get you some water. You must be light-headed from your run.”

      Liv grinned as she and Napoleon followed him to the kitchen, fellow devotees.

      Geai poured a glass from a jug in the fridge. “He’s really as good on a horse as I hear he is?”

      “I think he probably is.”

      “You obviously like him, then.”

      With Geai, Liv had no fear her words of praise for Nate would be misinterpreted—Geai would realize her admiration was limited merely to his way with horses. The same conversation with her sister Emilie or her best friend Faye would quickly get twisted.

      “Did you know about New York?” Napoleon rested his chin on her knee when she sat at the kitchen table, and she stroked his well-padded side to try and settle herself again. Back-up therapist, when her stress was related to her usual one—Claire.

      Geai nodded, silently, setting the glass in front of her.

      “A little warning would have been nice.” Liv abandoned the disappointed Labrador to take a gulp, like the water offered fortitude. “I’m going with her.”

      Geai’s eyebrows peaked. “Have you discussed that with your parents?”

      “No, but I’m twenty-three, what can they say?”

      “Well, your father owns the filly, I think he could say a lot.”

      “You and I both know it’s not my father who’ll be the problem.”

      Geai chuckled, and parked himself opposite her. “Have you actually thought this through?”

      Liv pressed her lips into a line, hands encircling the glass. “Still processing.”

      “You want to get your apprentice license down there.”

      “Is that crazy? It’s crazy, isn’t it?” She went back to stroking Napoleon. Science, right? Petting an animal was supposed to lower blood pressure. At this rate, poor Napoleon would be bald by the time she left.

      “Completely.” You weren’t supposed to agree with me, Geai. “But I doubt that will stop you.” True. “You’ll need a good agent.” Like he’d already thought about it, and had it figured out. “I hear Kenny O’Connell is looking for a new bug rider. He handles Ricky Acosta’s book.”

      “Ricky Acosta?” Liv squeaked. Only the leading rider at Belmont, not to mention movie star good-looking, fangirl-worthy. Poor, poor Napoleon. “He’s like an idol, Geai.”

      “I’ll give Don a call and have him mention you. Acosta rides for him a lot.”

      Her stomach spasmed. This was making it all the more real and terrifying.

      “You should eat something, you’re looking pale.” Geai pushed himself up, grinning.

      Liv choked on a laugh. “I’m not feeling so hungry at the moment, thanks. Besides, I guess I need to watch that now.”

      He glanced over his shoulder as he opened a cupboard. “You don’t eat nothing as it is. You be careful.”

      “It’s just a couple of pounds.” She waved off his concern. “Any more advice?”

      Geai opened a bag of potato chips and started nibbling. She shook her head when he offered it to her. She ate better than he did, that was for sure.

      “You see those French riders when they come over for the International? They come, they go in suits. You be like that. It shows class. It shows respect for your profession. The sport of kings, eh?”

      “Kings?” The corner of her mouth curved up.

      “Would you prefer Princess? See how you like that, because that’s what you’re going to get. They’ll say the only reason you have the mount on Claire is because your father owns her.”

      “Which is true, but too bad for them, right?” Claire made all the other stuff fade away. Claire was her secret weapon. Napoleon scrambled, dancing beside her on the hardwood as she rose. “Sorry, I can’t sit still, I’d better go. Please tell me I’m not crazy?”

      Geai followed her to the door, and he patted her on the shoulder as he smiled. “Only a little bit.”

      “Is my mother going to kill me?”

      “Probably. Find some nice young man in New York to sweep you off your feet, and maybe she’ll forgive you.”

      “Like that’s going to happen.”

      “You must be such a disappointment to her.”

      She laughed, putting her arms around him and squeezing. She just needed Geai and Napoleon to come with her, and everything would be fine. She skipped down the steps and broke into a run to chase away a fresh flutter of nerves, following the path through the woods that separated the stallion barn from the mares’ paddock.

      Mares and foals milled by the gate, waiting to be brought in. It wasn’t hard to locate Sotisse’s little filly, dodging the girl who sought to catch her while Sotisse waited patiently at the end of a rope shank. Chique didn’t seem to care that the rest of her companions were on the way to the barn—she tore off, showing admirable athleticism as she threw bucks and leaps into her performance.

      “Cheeky little bitch, eh?”

      Liv started, her head snapping to the side. Nate Miller, slowing from a jog in shorts and a good pair of shoes, his blond hair damp.

      He pulled the back of one wrist across his brow. “Sorry.”

      No he wasn’t. Not one bit. It was as if he liked to make her squirm, with his nice arms and easy grin. She glanced at him sideways when he joined her at the fence.

      Chique was losing interest in her game, her circles getting slower and smaller. She finally lapsed into a jaunty walk, shaking her head and snorting happily, short tail flapping. When she sidled up to her mother, doing a perfect turn on the forehand to line herself up alongside the mare to nurse, the girl crept up and snapped the rope to her halter.

      Nate fell in beside Liv as she began walking towards the barn. It would probably be rude to tell him to go away. Besides, she couldn’t just run and hide every time someone made her uncomfortable. She had to get better at this. Think of it as training.

      “So, New York.” His eyes caught hers, pulling them away from the filly’s progress. “Why New York?”

      Yes, why? She’d been working on that since Roger had announced it this morning. “My father likes to have a couple horses with Don. He spends a lot of time in New York with work. I galloped there a few summers ago, actually.” Some kids went to Europe after graduating high school; she’d gone to Belmont Park. “Claire is New York-bred, and they have a good incentive program. She really only came here from Florida because…well…because I asked.” She glanced at him quickly, tucking a flyaway strand of hair behind her ear. “I should know better than to get attached in this business.”

      “Some of them get to you no matter how much you tell yourself that, don’t they?”

      She tilted her head. It wasn’t the reaction she’d expected from the guy who always had a quick comment.

      “It takes guts, what you’re doing,” he went on. “Quitting school.”

      “You did.” She stopped by the empty paddock gate and crossed her arms.

      The way he shifted his weight and his eyes was uncharacteristically self-conscious. “I’m surprised you remember that.”

      “Not many people come to an interview for a farm job with a resumé, not to mention a university education.”

      “Like you said, I dropped out.”

      “Still.”

      “Not vet school.”

      She rolled her eyes. “It’s so cliché. Smart horse girl has to go to vet school, right? Don’t get me wrong, I’m a total science geek. I love it. I just love this more.”

      “So with what, a year left, I’m betting you’ll be pissing off a lot of people by bailing?” He threw her that grin.

      “Right?” Those connections who’d supported her, the faculty, the relatives who’d told her for as long as she could remember she was going to be a vet, so much so she’d finally believed it herself. At least Geai was on her side. And, it would appear, Nate. Only because of his similar aspirations, she was sure. “Do you think it would make my mother feel better if I told her one of my classmates is dropping out to pursue his drug addiction?”

      He choked on a laugh. “Seriously? Not sure, though. Riding racehorses is its own addiction.”

      She sighed and started walking towards the barn again. “Yeah. Exactly.”

      It was weird, this. Almost comfortable. She didn’t do comfortable. Especially not with guys anywhere near her own age. It wasn’t as if there were men lining up to ask her out in vet school, where her class was 80 percent female. Which was fine, because keeping her focus on her studies, and now her career, was her shield; an easy excuse to put off things that, she had to admit, scared her. Not that she thought Nate was coming on to her. Maybe that was what made him bearable.

      They found the dark filly nose-deep in the corner feed tub next to her long-suffering mother. She still wasn’t very big, and was losing her foal coat in patches, leaving her with a decidedly moth-eaten look.

      Liv would miss Geai and Napoleon, that was a given. But she’d also miss seeing Chique change and grow. “You’ll keep an eye on this filly for me?”

      Nate arched an eyebrow—it was an odd request, considering there were farm staff responsible for such things, but he’d been there from day one—a big part of the reason the little filly was here to torment them all.

      “For sure.”

      Back outside in the daylight, she faced him, folding her arms across her body. “Can you do me one other favour? Can you check on Geai from time to time?”

      There was a glint of curiosity in his eyes. “Sure. Can I ask why? Is he all right?”

      “I just worry about him getting lonely—not that he’d admit to it. And you’re easy to talk to.” When she actually got over herself enough to have a conversation. They’d worked together every day since the middle of April, but this was the longest they’d talked since last August’s interview.

      Nate reflected her posture, one corner of his mouth twisting up. “No problem. I’m guessing he’s got a story or two to share.”

      “Geai’s forgotten more about horses than you or I will ever know.” She made no attempt to hide her affection. “And by the way, he calls Sotisse’s filly Chique, so you two are on the same page already.”

      “You know I’m still going to call her Cheeky, right?”

      She backed away a few steps before leaving him with an amused look, breaking into a run towards the woods. Nate Miller was definitely safer left behind.
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        * * *

      

      Liv slipped in the front door, her courage bolstered, and kicked off her shoes. She skipped down into the sunken living room, grabbing the new copy of The Blood-Horse resting on the coffee table with the day’s mail. The clinking of dishes in the kitchen brought her tension right back. She flipped through pages of coloured ads and reports from tracks across the world…stalling.

      Just get it over with.

      Taking the magazine with her, she sat on the bench at the kitchen table, pressing it open at the article about this year’s Preakness Stakes. “Hi Maman.”

      Anne Lachance reached up with the clean glass she’d just taken from the dishwasher, placing it in the cupboard before bending down for the next. Her dark hair, peppered with grey, brushed her jaw where it fell, and she tucked it behind her ear. She always looked as if she belonged in the pages of a women’s magazine; that mother who had it all together—raising kids, keeping an immaculate house, looking good doing it.

      “Have a good run?”

      Liv nodded, fingering the edge of the page.

      “Ready for New York?”

      Liv’s eyes shot from the magazine, meeting Anne’s. “Am I the only one who didn’t know about this?”

      “When your father told me he was sending L’Éclaircie, I assumed you’d want to go and gallop for Don until your externship starts. I’m sure you can find a vet to work for at Belmont while you’re there.”

      At least her mother wasn’t totally clueless. Liv turned the page and tried to sound casual. “I’m going to get my apprentice license down there.”

      Anne closed the cupboard and turned slowly. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”

      “I’m not going to let someone else ride Claire when I’m perfectly capable.”

      The silence was so loud it pierced her eardrums; the weight of her mother’s realization terrifying.

      “You’re dropping out.” Her mother’s words were like an accusation. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am. Completely. I’ve always wanted to do this. I didn’t plan for it to be now. That’s just the way it worked out.”

      “But—vet school, Olivia. You only have a year left! And the internship! I thought that’s what you wanted.”

      It’s what you wanted…but she bit back the retort. “Roger thinks this filly is good. You know there’s nothing like being on these horses. You can’t tell me, if you’d had this kind of a chance thirty years ago, you honestly could have turned it down?”

      She couldn’t tell if there was more than displeasure in her mother’s dark brown eyes. It was because of horses her parents had met—but marrying Claude Lachance had ironically been the end of Anne’s aspirations as a rider, as instead she chose to raise a family. That wouldn’t be Liv’s story. A man wasn’t going to derail her dreams.

      “There’s so much more to life than horses, Olivia,” Anne said—reading her mind, if not her heart.

      Was there, though?
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      Sometimes when he ran, it all came back. At work it was easy to believe he’d reinvented himself, but here the solitude and calm of the farm exposed his raw and busted parts, and it was as if he was running away all over again, trying to put distance between past and present, but getting nowhere.

      He stopped and forced himself to look around. To look up at the huge maples towering on either side of the lane, the perfectly clear blue sky peeking through cloaked branches, down to where leaves cast dappled shadows beneath his feet. He breathed in their oxygen, and sent some CO2 back. He had this job. He had a plan, of a fashion, even if today he felt like he was standing still. Or worse, left behind.

      The maples gave way to a clearing, tall double fence lines forming the stallion paddocks in front of him. Even though the busiest part of the breeding season was done, Geai still had both stallions in this time of day.

      Wasn’t doing something for someone else the best way to get your sorry-ass thoughts off yourself? Even if that someone was the one who’d inadvertently induced this current frame of mind. The interior of the barn was cool and dark after the brightness outside. He walked down the aisle as his eyes adjusted, following up on a promise.

      “Ah, Mr. Miller. To what do I owe the honour?”

      Geai was in the stall with a small bay horse, currying dried mud off into clouds of dust. The sign on the door told Nate what he knew already—this was Just Lucky, the farm’s pride and joy. The stallion wasn’t very big, but the look he gave you when you entered his presence warned you not to be fooled by that. As a sire, he was still unproven, Chique the first foal of his first crop.

      “Figured maybe now things were slowing down around here, I’d pop in and say hi to my fellow Chique guardian.” He’d barely seen Geai since he’d started at Woodbine. Most days he just ran by the stallion barn, because there was inevitably a trailer pulled up outside, bringing a visiting mare to be bred.

      Lucky grabbed the chain—doubled up so he was tied short, no doubt to keep him from using those teeth on his handler. The stallion stepped abruptly into Geai, who hopped spryly out of the way before reprimanding him with a deft poke behind the shoulder and a short verbal rebuke in French.

      “Everything go smoothly this morning?”

      Nate nodded, even though Geai’s back was to him. “The van left around nine, with Liv right behind it.”

      Geai laughed and slipped around Lucky’s hindquarters to the other side. Geai wasn’t all that tall, but he could still look over the stallion’s back. Just Lucky was what, maybe fifteen-two? Chique had come by at least some of her lack of size naturally.

      “Of course she would. She’d ride in with the horses if they’d let her.”

      The old man’s accent was heavy, but you didn’t grow up watching Hockey Night in Canada without learning how to understand a French-Canadian. Geai ducked under Lucky’s neck and picked up a set of brushes, then started knocking off the layer of fine dust that left both him and Lucky sneezing.

      After turning the stallion loose, Geai slid the stall door shut behind him and left the halter on the door. “You want a drink? Water? Pop? Beer?”

      Nate followed him to the tack room at the end of the barn, stopping in the doorway. It was a big room, one corner of it breeding lab, another mini office. No-nonsense, like the man who spent the most time there. The fridge looked like a typical farm fridge—all three of the beverages on offer, half a sandwich and some snack-size yogurts, plus an assortment of injectable medications. He didn’t want to know what else.

      When Nate didn’t give him an answer, Geai held out a beer. “Don’t tell me you’re all healthy like Livvy.”

      Nate grabbed the bottle. “Thanks.” So much for the rest of his run.

      Geai led the way to a picnic table on the lawn outside the barn and unscrewed the cap on his bottle. “Has Roger hired another exercise rider?”

      “Not yet.” Nate settled across from him. “It’ll be okay for a couple of days, with those three horses leaving. Emilie will help on the weekend. I’m sure Rog will fill those stalls with some two-year-olds pretty quick though.” He shrugged. “I can get on twelve if I have to. I don’t mind.”

      “How long before you run off and start riding races too?”

      The old man propped his bottle in front of him with both hands, and Nate could practically hear the whizzing in his brain as questions queued up.

      “I agreed to babysit a foal, I’m not going anywhere.” He threw out a grin.

      “Probably below your paygrade, though.”

      Nate picked at the label, the sodden paper peeling easily in his fingers. “I admire her, going off to New York like that. Admire her conviction.” Envy it. “I’m not in a hurry myself. Still sizing things up around here.”

      “Patience is a virtue?”

      “Something like that.”

      The old man was still sizing him up, like he saw right through the casual excuses to the doubt beneath.

      “Livvy says you’re good. She’s stingy with compliments.”

      “She’s stingy with words,” Nate quipped dryly. What did she know? But she was good. And she had connections. He should probably just be content staying on the sidelines. Career exercise rider, that was him.

      “She asked you to watch Chique. Don’t take that lightly. She doesn’t like to let people help her.”

      “Should I be honoured, or scared? I’m pretty sure your crew here on the farm is perfectly capable of looking after that filly.” This visit had been inspired by the fact she’d asked him to keep tabs on Geai, too, but Nate didn’t mention that. He didn’t know if he wanted the responsibility of Liv’s trust. It didn’t fit with his goal of underachiever.

      “It’s just her way of showing respect. You stepped up when she foaled Chique. She won’t ever forget that.”

      “I think I pissed her off as much as anything. I’m sure she knows how to resuscitate a foal.”

      Geai chuckled. “Kind of hard to stay mad when you saved the filly’s life. She froze, and she knows it.”

      “There’s a reason they don’t let doctors treat kin, right?”

      Geai tipped the bottle to his lips. “You were in the right place at the right time. If you have ambitions to be a rider, it won’t hurt to have Livvy as a friend. She may be young, but she does have a fair bit of influence around here.”

      He’d let her believe that’s what he wanted, at the interview. Once, at least, it had been true, before he’d tried to rewrite his life into what he thought would please someone else. Which had backfired, big-time. Deep down, that was what he envied most about Liv. That she’d gone after what she wanted, everyone else’s expectations be damned.

      “She’s one of those really smart kids who has trouble dealing with humans, isn’t she? Does she even have friends?”

      Geai’s eyes narrowed slightly, and it was a moment before he responded. “So like I said…don’t take her loyalty lightly.”

      Nate stewed when he left, crossing the lawn in front of Geai’s cottage to the trailhead through the woods. The beer left him with a mild buzz…lightweight…but he broke into a run anyway. Running away again, the confusion that conversation left him with piled on top of the same old broken record in his head. He always thought if he went fast enough, he could outrun it all, but it always caught up.

      He didn’t stop today, merely identifying Chique as he ran past the mares and foals, back to his apartment. Maybe a glass of cold water would dilute what remained of the alcohol in his bloodstream and clear his head.

      The piano under the big picture window in the main room had been there when he’d moved in. He’d never asked what the hell it was doing in a barn apartment, let alone how they’d got it up here, but it was what made him think this job had been meant to be. That piano was his best friend. He slid onto the bench and placed the glass on a coaster next to a picture frame, resting his fingers on the keys and playing a few bars from a song that had kept him company in his beat-up old Mustang last summer as he drove east.

      The photo always won, though. He stared at it—he and his two brothers, and a blonde girl who still gave his heart a jolt. He didn’t know why he tortured himself, keeping that photo out. It would be better off at the bottom of a box somewhere. Except when it didn’t pitch him into misery, it fueled a fire.

      Ambition. It wasn’t that he didn’t have it. His was just a slow burn, eating away at him. One day, he’d show them all—when he figured out what exactly that meant.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Give her back, Liv.”

      The voice broke through her self-absorption, coming from behind her as she walked Claire down Don Philips’ shedrow at Belmont. Liv glanced over her shoulder and slowed, Don’s assistant, Jeanne, standing there with hands on hips.

      “You’re going to have to start acting more like a rider if you want to be taken seriously around here.”

      Liv relinquished the shank to the hotwalker, and with it, a portion of her sense of security. “The track’s not even open yet.”

      “So don’t show up so early tomorrow.” Jeanne’s face softened, and Liv followed her to the training board. “Kenny said he’d be here at six. Sit down and have a coffee or something.”

      She didn’t do caffeine; besides, she was jittery enough. She forced herself to study the win pictures decorating the walls around Don’s messy desk, then, perched on the spare chair, flipped distractedly through status updates on her phone.

      Footsteps jolted her back to reality. Kenny O’Connell didn’t acknowledge her as he walked over to the coffee maker and filled a Styrofoam cup. Liv rose slowly, waiting while he took his time adding generous portions of cream and sugar, then slurped carefully. He gave a satisfied nod, and finally turned to her.

      The way he looked her up and down made her leery, but she squared her shoulders and offered her hand. When he grasped it, he didn’t let go.

      “Harder,” he said, with the faint lilt of an Irish accent.

      “I’m sorry?” She pulled back, but he hung on.

      “You’re going to have to work on that handshake, darlin’, if you want trainers to believe you’re stronger than you look.”

      She flinched, pressing her lips together as he finally released her. “Thanks for agreeing to take me on.” Though she wasn’t completely convinced of it, at the moment.

      “Thank Don. He’s the one who talked me into it. I could use a good bug, so guess we’ll see if we can make you into one.” Kenny took another sip of his coffee. “Girl jocks do well at Woodbine. Why didn’t you stay there?”

      There it was again. Why New York? She couldn’t answer without discrediting herself by bringing up Claire, so she returned his challenging gaze, channeling assertiveness she didn’t feel. “What matters is I’m here now, so why don’t we just go with that?”

      “Fair enough. How ‘bout we go meet some people, darlin’, and we’ll talk.”

      “How about you stop calling me darling?”

      Kenny cracked a wide smile and put an arm around her shoulders. “You might be all right. Put your helmet on, so you look the part.”

      She wriggled out from under his arm, suppressing a shudder, and followed him to a shiny black Lexus, feeling conspicuously like a child being lured with the promise of candy. Come with me, darlin’, and I’ll make your dreams come true.

      He set the coffee cup in the console and poked the start button. “How’s your weight?”

      Right to it—good thing she hated small talk. “Almost there.”

      “Well get on that, ‘cause almost ain’t good enough.” He reached across and grabbed her bicep beneath the sleeve of her polo shirt, and she winced, resisting the urge to slap his hand away. “Start by laying off the weights. You’re never actually going to be as strong as the guys, and muscle weighs too much. You need finesse, not power. I’ll get Ricky to help you with the rest.”

      She nodded, even though it was counterintuitive to sacrifice strength—not to mention health. That was the whole warped truth of this profession. It’s what she’d signed up for.

      He pulled up to a barn, and she walked behind him, her eyes on the horses reaching heads out of the stalls with radar ears. Yeah, I’m not sure what I’m doing here either. She tried to smile pleasantly and think about her grip as Kenny introduced Rod Milotski. That’s Mister to you.

      Milotski’s eyes skimmed over her, finally resting on her face. “She’s better looking than your last bug, at least, huh Kenny? I hope this one can ride.”

      Talking like she wasn’t even there. Was a little respect too much to ask? The Woodbine backstretch wasn’t Disneyland—but compared to this? No one at home acted like this to her face. But her father was somebody at Woodbine. Here, once she left Don’s barn, if they even knew who Claude Lachance was, they didn’t care. It was starting to hit her just how sheltered—and privileged—she’d been.

      “Why don’t you see for yourself, Rod? What about that little filly of yours? She might like a lighter touch. When you gonna breeze her again?”

      “How ‘bout you gallop her this morning?” Rod finally spoke directly to Liv.

      And she had to defer to Kenny. He nodded.

      In a few minutes the groom brought a pale chestnut filly around, and after legging Liv up, Rod took over the shank.

      “What’s her name?” Liv stroked the filly’s neck, her washed-out colour tending towards pink instead of orange or red.

      “Blush. She’s a bit of a nervous thing. Back her up as best you can, then go once around.”

      As soon as she was on the filly, Liv’s edginess dissolved, sitting quietly as they jigged their way to the track. When Rod turned them loose at the gap, Blush jumped ahead, then settled into Liv’s cross when she realized no one was going to fight with her. They eased to a walk just past the wire, but only for a second, Blush rocking back on her hocks and doing a half-pirouette. Liv decided not to push the whole standing thing, and let the filly go.

      Blush leapt forward, feeling like she wanted to run off, giving Liv visions of barreling around the clubhouse turn in front of the trainer. Not a good first impression. Liv concentrated on keeping still, and the filly started to trust. She tried to trust back, praying Blush didn’t duck out the on-gap.

      The trainer was waiting at the off-gap when they were done, Kenny beside him still nursing his coffee. Rod snapped the shank to the bit and Blush tossed her head and started to jig again.

      “She looked good,” Rod said, not hiding his surprise.

      “She was great once she started to relax. She’d be a lot happier if you took that ring bit off her and put something kinder in her mouth.”

      “You gonna come gallop her every day, then?” Rod glowered up at her.

      Liv looked beyond him to Kenny, whose face was telling her to shut up. She leaned forward and rubbed Blush under her flouncing mane, lower lip between her teeth. “She’s a nice filly.”

      Back at the barn, her tension returned as soon as her boots hit the ground, like it was crawling up from the mats under the straw in Blush’s stall. She slid off the tack, thanking the groom. Now to see if she’d blown it.

      Kenny and Rod stopped talking as she approached. Rod still didn’t look happy.

      “She breezes Wednesday. Six AM work?”

      Liv caught herself—it was easy enough to transform her disbelief into a smile—and endured the handshake ritual again. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll be sure to put a rubber D on her,” Rod crowed as he walked away.

      Liv allowed herself a skip step once she and Kenny were out of sight. “He asked me back to work her.”

      “Don’t get excited until your name’s in the entries, or you’ll find yourself a glorified gallop girl,” Kenny countered. “And maybe wait till people get to know you a bit before you start saying stuff about the equipment.”

      “It was the truth, though. I’d think they’d want feedback.”

      “You come off a little like a snob, darlin’.” He raised his hands in surrender as she grimaced at the endearment. “They have to like you a little, at least until you prove you can ride. Try and show some personality.”

      Her teeth hurt, she clenched them so hard. “Is there a book I can buy? Or maybe I could hire a life coach.” An online course, maybe.

      He howled. “Maybe some less sarcastic personality.”

      She left Kenny to chat up trainers with his stereotypical Irish gift of the gab—selling the ten-pound weight advantage she’d receive as a shiny new apprentice; gambling on his reputation until she built her own. It was up to her to ignore the affront of every sneer and derogatory comment. Smile anyway, practice a killer handshake, laugh at their jokes, say nice things about their horses, and keep the other stuff to herself. Get yourself some mounts so you make them forget you’re a girl. She lost track of time and barns visited.

      “One more stop.” Kenny pulled up outside of Don’s shed, and it felt like coming home.

      Don sat behind piles on his desk in the office. Under normal circumstances, between his impressive build and brusque demeanor, she found him totally intimidating, but after being plugged to strangers all morning, Liv could have hugged him.

      “How’d it go?” Don sat back in his chair.

      “It’s a start,” Kenny said. “What have you got for our girl?”

      “I’ll enter that gelding Roger sent from Woodbine for Friday and give you the call, assuming you get the all-clear from the stewards and starter. Get your feet wet.”

      Kenny put an arm around her shoulders, and the muscles in her neck ratcheted tighter, but she kept her feet planted. “Don’t worry, before you know it, I’ll have you swimming in the deep end.”

      “Speaking of...” Don pushed an open booklet towards her.

      The current condition book, listing the races written for the next two weeks. There was Claire’s name, scribbled at the top of a maiden special weight for two-year-old fillies. Her chest tightened at the sight.

      “All right, darl —” Kenny stopped himself with an unapologetic grin. “See you in the morning. Call me if you need me.”
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        * * *

      

      Liv had always been lucky, naturally lightweight, but this was a whole new dimension. She stepped off the scales—scales that would rule her life, at least as long as she had the ten-pound bug. It was a significant allowance for a racehorse—one pound equals one length, the saying went—but to ask that kind of a reduction from an already slim human was…inhumane.

      She looked up, finding Ricky Acosta watching her. Another step closer to real now, starstruck in the Belmont jock’s room. He wouldn’t remember the times they’d breezed horses together for Don—with helmet, kerchief and goggles on, she was just another no-name gallop girl to him—but each time was emblazoned on her memory.

      He sauntered over, his face as hard and hollow as his body, an unlit cigarette hanging out of the corner of his mouth. He didn’t look nearly as attractive as he did on
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