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After almost completing my
first edifying year teaching high school mathematics, you’d think
I’d be ready for anything, but that Monday morning took me
completely by surprise.

As the kids congregated
for first hour, I had seven precious minutes before the starting
bell rang, and I was hurrying to post the day’s assignments on the
whiteboard when one of my students swept into my room.

“In the absence of
gambling, horse racing would cease to exist.” Lorelei Calder
flipped her long sandy hair over her shoulder, uncovering the
Cougar emblem, Columbia High School’s mascot, on her gray polo
shirt. She never failed to drag us off topic with her intensity,
and her friends watched the impending interaction with amusement.
“Ms. Wilk, do you think it’s true?”

I curled my forefinger
over my lips and brushed it down my chin, turning her words over in
my mind. It seemed my second exposure to horses was going to be
just as complicated as my first. “Where did that come
from?”

“The Kentucky Derby runs
Saturday.” Her eyebrows rose, and she tipped her head as if I’d
asked a rhetorical question. “It’s all over the news.”

A smile tugged at the
corners of my mouth. “Can you give me a bit more to go on? Why do
you think gambling is so fundamental?”

“I didn’t know anything
about horse racing, so I began to explore the topic.” Lorelei slid
her glasses from her nose to the top of her head. “It’s been going
on since ancient times and predates many other types of physical
contests. Did you know the original Olympics included chariot
races?” She stopped.

“Wait for it. She’s not
finished,” one of her classmates tittered. “She’s just taking a
breath. Her rants always have more.”

“And you have no idea how
many different forms of racing exist.” Lorelei raised her chin in
answer to the challenge. “Modern gambling began in the 1600s with
King James I.”

“Seems a little
contradictory. Isn’t he the same guy who proposed a new translation
of the Bible?” asked another classmate.

Lorelei ignored the slight
dig. “Last weekend, I read two Dick Francis novels.” She ticked off
the list on her fingers. “I watched an old Charlie Chan film,
a Murder 101 rerun, Secretariat, Seabiscuit, two other obscure racing
films, skimmed the Britannica version describing the Triple Crown,
and listened to a gruff podcaster barely scratch the surface
explaining how betting works. I still don’t get it.”

My mouth dropped as I
tried to wrap my head around Lorelei’s exhaustive research habits.
A year younger, she held her own among her senior classmates, and
her academic talent and intelligent focus warranted advanced
studies in math and science. More and more of the glass ceilings
have been shattered by women in science, technology, engineering,
and mathematics, the STEM tracks, but she’d met resistance among a
few of her classmates and a teacher her savvy parents told her to
ignore. Going the math route, I’d encountered many of the same
obstacles and hoped to provide a haven for her and room to spread
her wings. I was fortunate to be stuck with her.

“In some circles,” she
continued, “it’s considered America’s first major sport, and the
game of chance has been one of its important tenets. I think we
should organize a Derby celebration.”

All eyes turned to me. I
hid my grin and worked hard to temper her enthusiasm. “You’re not
of legal age to wager on horses.”

Three blue-eyed blondes cast laughing
glances back and forth, and from the back of the room said in
unison, “But we are.”

I shook my head and
Lorelei continued.

“We can study various
aspects of mathematics in horse racing like measurements of the
horses, gait, length of stride, speed, acceleration, distance,
heart rate, respiration, and expenses in addition to the
fundamental economics surrounding the sport, but deciding on a
winner through the odds is by far the most common numerical
occurrence and an integral part of the race proceedings. And there
is an unending list of attempts to beat those odds, legally and not
so much.”

I disguised my amusement
by covering a cough. Little did she know how delving into a
student-led math topic delighted me. “I’m sure we can apply numbers
and formulas and make it relevant.”

“My mom and I already
talked about what a small gathering would require,” she said
offhandedly. “A mere shadow of the elaborate parties thrown every
year, and it would only last a few hours. Just through the
race.”

Her heavy backpack slid
from her shoulders and thudded onto her desk. She retrieved an
anniversary edition of Run for the
Roses and cracked it open to reveal a
photojournalist’s spread of beauty, power, and dignity. “In fact,
she and Mrs. Clemashevski have already spoken about our science
club hosting a derby party.”

I froze for a moment. If
my landlady, Ida Clemashevski, was in on the discussion, it was
already a reality. She was a force of nature.

“She said she’d be honored
to provide the fancy food and divine hats so we can experience the
race hullabaloo ourselves. My parents would take care of the tent
and the invites. The guys could rig up the screening. That is, if
it’s okay with you. Please?” she implored with a tiny
whine.

As the school year neared
completion, and with so many activities taking up students’ time,
our science club had decided to hold a meeting if, and only if,
requested. And now Lorelei waited for my definitive
response.

I ran my finger along the
perimeter of one page of Lorelei’s book, drawing a border around a
tall dark brown horse draped in a blanket of red blossoms. “I
suppose, if Mrs. Clemashevski is going to cook and
provide les
chapeaux, who am I to refuse?” I drew my
hand back from the book and laced my fingers together. When the
best cook in Columbia, Minnesota, wanted to host a Derby party, how
could I deny her?

“Derby dalliance at Ms.
Wilk’s,” a deep voice said from the doorway. Two juniors from my
science club, Galen Tonlenson and Carlee Parks-Bluestone, caught my
answer, raised their fists in victory, high-fived each other, and
silently pounded the air as they shimmied into their adjacent
classroom.

“That remains to be seen,”
I said to their retreating backs, loud enough to be heard over
their guffaws. “We’ll need a short meeting after school.” I lowered
my voice, saying more to myself, “I’ll add a reminder to the
morning announcements. It should be easy to incorporate the subject
of odds in a lesson plan involving chance, ratios, probability, and
statistics.” My fingers flew over the computer keys to share our
meeting information. Before I typed my name, Katie Wilk, on the
bottom line, I glanced up to gauge the students’ appreciation and
watch their reactions. “You understand, no money will change
hands.” Setting the restrictions up front made the process easier
to manage and would save time arguing later.

Lorelei and her friends
nodded. I hit send and crossed my fingers as the remainder of my
first hour students filtered in for class.

In the fleeting moments I
had throughout the day, I hit up our school librarian for articles
mentioning the Kentucky Derby (of which there were too many),
scanned book blurbs for titles relating to horses, sorted through
the archives about horse racing, reviewed the scant information I
could find on odds and betting, perused the online material about
Churchill Downs, and compiled a succinct glossary of terms specific
to the equestrian.

The original handful of
science club members joined in the fall merely to have a
co-curricular affiliation look good on their resume. Over the
course of the year, our roster had grown to ten, and they’d become
serious participants, offering experiments, concocting hypotheses,
building confidence, making new friends, and having fun.

As the first of the
membership assembled after school, I dimmed the lights and played
snippets of significant historical horse races for an introductory
backdrop. Pulsating hooves pulverized the tracks and resounded in
the enclosed space. When one race ended, I’d spliced an additional
clip to another heart-stopping finish. The majestic animals
momentarily mesmerized the kids, and some of them found it
difficult to navigate the rows of desks, bumping into one after
another while staring at the screen at the same time.

When the video ended, I
flicked on the lights. “We can talk numbers, but I don’t have too
much for you.” I handed out the results of my investigation. “A
live specimen would contribute so much more to understanding the
statistics, so I can honestly guarantee today’s gathering will be
short since I don’t have a horse.”

Lorelei stood at the
whiteboard to take notes as the group’s secretary. Her face
crinkled. “I read that many horse racetracks have the word ‘Downs’
in their name because downland is an area of open chalk countryside
in southern England and are often referred to as
downs, derived from the Celtic word for hills.”

I shrugged.
Of course she did.

The club president, Ashley
Johannes, called the meeting to order and immediately abdicated,
giving me the floor.

I furnished the sheet of
terms, and we discussed horses in general, but before we could look
at the other math involved, Lorelei said, “Please tell us how to
figure odds.”

I had to smile. That girl was like Maverick
with a tennis ball.

“Horse racing uses an
involved method called parimutuel betting. This is a simplified
version of the way I understand it.

“Bets placed until the
start of an event make up a pool of money for that entire race and
no more bets are accepted. If there are ten entrants, there are ten
possible victorious outcomes. Let’s say the total amount collected
on wagers to win is two thousand dollars. In addition to
concessions, ticket sales, and merchandise, the track makes money
on a user tax, and the house may assess up to twenty percent of the
two thousand for their take. How much would that be?”

“The pot could be
decreased by four hundred dollars to sixteen hundred,” said
Lorelei.

“If a total of fifty
dollars has been bet on Horse A to win, and Horse A is victorious,
the pool of sixteen hundred dollars is divided into fifty shares.
The payout is thirty-two dollars for each share or dollar wagered.
That makes the odds on having Horse A win thirty-one to one. If I
bet ten dollars on Horse A, I would have won ten shares of the pot
or three hundred twenty dollars.”

“That’s three hundred
twenty dollars per race? I can see how this could look like a good
gig,” said Brock Isaacson, waggling his eyebrows. He and Lorelei
met in science club and had been an item since the beginning of the
year, and she tried, in vain, to overlook his relentless
teasing.

“If the house knew what it
was doing, it predicted similar odds. Long shots pay out more, but
betting is never a sure thing.”

I took a deep
breath. The arithmetic didn’t thrill
everybody. Disinterested, glassy eyes stared at me, but I’d planned
ahead. I came prepared with individual packets of chocolate
candies. Before I could explain how we would use the confections,
Galen grabbed one, tore open the cellophane, and popped a handful
of the sweets into his mouth.

I put up my hand. “Wait,
wait. I brought the candy to use as our currency. You’ll need three
unopened packets.”

My suddenly enthusiastic
students leaned forward and grabbed the packages with feigned
interest in the discussion.

“I have video of three
races which took place two years ago. We’re each going to choose a
horse and check the odds as they were posted before each race.
Let’s see how well we do. Lorelei, click on Race One
Descriptions.”

The file contained a
photo, name, physical description, age, number, and colors worn by
each horse. “What else would you like to know in order to place an
educated bet?”

Galen said, “It would help
if we knew if the horse ever won before and how long
ago.”

“And we’d want to know if
the length of the race won and the race going to be run are the
same.” Ashley twirled a blond ringlet around her finger. “Track
conditions and weather might play a role.”

“And maybe knowing a
little about the stable and if the trainer helped other horses in
the sport of kings,” added Brock. He winked at Lorelei. “I know
things.”

Lorelei buried her head in
her hands and rubbed briskly. I thought I heard her mumble, “Boys.”
She dragged her fingers down the edge of her face and raised her
head, ignoring Brock. “The odds indicate the expected winner,” said
Lorelei. “And it might be helpful if we knew a bit about the
jockey.”

Carlee said, “There are
statistics sometimes available to tell us how each horse does under
specific weather conditions.”

“The next screen lists
some of that additional information on each horse.” I nodded to
Lorelei.

Lorelei clicked on the
arrow as she spouted a factoid. “The Kentucky Derby has been won by
the favorite over thirty percent of the time, but the payout is
much better for an underdog.”

Ashley chewed on the end
of her pencil. “I like hot pink. I’d bet three bags on Number
Seven.”

“And I’d take that bet,”
said a chipper voice from the doorway.
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“Ms. Mackey!” My excited
students and I joined in one voice. 

Jane Mackey taught
history. We began the school year together, and she’d seen me
through months of ups and downs. She was the best friend anyone
could have.

“I never, ever place a bet
based on the silks—the colors the jockey wears. Why would you do
such a thing? Successful racing animals have specific conformation
and musculature which can impact a horse's athletic ability and
lead to faster horses. A horse can move best with a shorter back
and a longer neck. And you can tell a lot by their bone structure.”
She gave every indication she understood aspects of horses we’d
never considered as she tucked long golden tendrils behind her
ears. “Everyone knows you choose winners by the sound of their
names.”

I blinked back to reality
and laughed along with our students.

She planted her fists on
her hips, and though she usually had to look up at each of us, she
acted much taller than her petite frame allowed. Her dark eyes
narrowed. “I’m serious. What better way to select a winner? Many of
the animals don’t get their names until they’ve been tested and
observed on a track.”

I stifled the end of my
chuckle. “How do you know so much about horses?”

Jane’s stiff shoulders
sagged, and she admitted. “I spent summers on my grandparents’
farm. My grandmother called herself Lady Lone Ranger and her horse
Golden. I think it was a play on the names of her favorite vintage
television characters.”

My eyes met hers, and she
looked away. With brutal honesty called for, I asked my question
directly. “How many horses do you own?”

“None.” She relaxed and
threw her shoulders back, but her face turned a deeper shade of
pink.

“Ms. Mackey?” I raised one
eyebrow.

Jane had a difficult time
fudging the truth. I watched the wheels turn behind her sparkling
brown eyes. She vacillated but capitulated under our silent,
spellbound gazes. “Dad has a stable with eight
Thoroughbreds.”

Her dad owned Sapphire
Skyway, a premiere private airline in the Southeast, best known for
catering to the jet set. She came from money—oodles and oodles of
money.

“Did someone say
Thoroughbreds?” Kindra Halloran breezed through the doorway and her
bright tone alleviated some of the tension. Her sister, Patricia,
followed, words and fingers flying. Although Patricia lost her
hearing a few years ago, she continued to communicate well with the
rest of the world, though Kindra worked diligently to improve her
American Sign Language, enabling her to fill in blanks if Patricia
missed something.

Kindra repeated the
comment. I didn’t understand her rapid finger spelling, but I
smiled, and Patricia giggled as we both recognized the sign for
horse.

Lorelei said, “Can you
teach us some equine ASL to use at our Kentucky Derby
party?”

Kindra began to repeat
Lorelei’s question, but Patricia waved a hand and cut her off. “I
know what Lorelei said.” Patricia turned to Jane and me as she
spoke and signed, “I wish everyone faced me and enunciated as
clearly as Lorelei. I could read their lips.” She plopped on top of
a desk. “Who’s hosting the Kentucky Derby party? It sounds like a
riot.”

Brock tapped Patricia’s
shoulder. She turned to face him. He articulated with deliberation
and more volume than necessary, “Mrs. Clemashevski is hosting, and
we are learning about betting odds.”

“The Kentucky Derby is the
most exciting two minutes in the sports world.” Patricia didn’t
wait for us to respond. “We watch the race every year and often
catch the Preakness and the Belmont as well. They make up the
Triple Crown.” She sighed. “Someday I’ll have my own horse.” She
made an L-shape with her thumb, middle and index fingers, tucking
her pinkie and ring finger against her palm. Her thumb touched her
temple, and she bent the two fingers down twice. “Horse,” she
repeated with a huge grin.

“We’re viewing old races
and using candy as currency to test the odds.” I offered bags to
each girl. “Do you want to play?”

Kindra and Patricia joined
their teammates and took seats. The students stared at the video
and tried to glean which information might prove beneficial in
wagering successfully. They jotted notes and discussed
characteristics of a possible winning entry.

Jane folded a piece of
paper into an origami hat and wore a somber expression. “We’ll keep
it simple today. In our first attempt to study the game of chance,
if your horse wins, we’ll simply divide the reward for choosing the
right horse with the other winners. Next time, you can throw your
offer into a collection, and we will repay winners according to the
predicted odds.”

Jane had practical
knowledge, and I couldn’t help myself. I blew out a sigh of relief
as the film began.

The first movie clip
flickered on the eager faces as the challengers chased the
first-place winner across the finish line. The students hooted and
whistled an I-told-you-so for successful picks and hissed at the
results of poor choices, exchanging chocolate candies with our
temporary bookie, Jane.

After the three races,
Patricia gloated behind the largest pile of candies.

“You’re awfully lucky.
Care to share your system for choosing the victors?” Galen
scratched his head as he popped his last two chocolates into his
mouth.

Patricia acted as though
she hadn’t noticed him speaking, nibbling on her pile of winnings,
but she couldn’t ignore him tapping her arm for
attention.

“I love
horses.” She lowered her head. She reduced her mound of treats by
half and confessed, “I may have seen these races before and knew
the outcome. But it’s even better when you know the competitors.
You should come out to our farm and meet TnL.” 

“TnL? Is that a fast cow?”
Brock mooed and laughed.

Debora Halloran, the
girls’ mother, operated a high-tech dairy farm, but I had a hard
time visualizing a cow race firing up the same enthusiasm as did
horses.

“Our dairy operation is
set up on an adjacent farm site, so we have extra room. We board
four horses. TnL and Demon Dancer are Thoroughbreds,” Kindra said
around a mouthful of sweets she’d confiscated from Patricia’s
haul. 

Brock laughed. “Ya gotta
shovel out the …” Jane cleared her throat, and he caught her subtle
hint. His smile faded. “Manure, right?”

“Muck out the stalls,
yup.” Kindra acted put out, but she beamed.

Patricia gazed at the
ceiling. “We feed and water them and curry their coats. We exercise
them as often as we can. His owner calls him TnL, short for
Thunderbolt and Lightning. Horses are so much better in real life.
Do you think we can take a field trip?”

“A live specimen would be
better,” Lorelei parroted.

Jane’s hopeful eyes met
mine. I loved my job.

Jane padded to the filing
cabinet and extracted our red folder containing the necessary
authorization forms for any excursion. “Fill out these permission
slips and return them with a parent signature for a field trip
tomorrow—and two successive trips, in case we need to go back. Ms.
Wilk will reserve a van.” Her brow furrowed. “What should they
enter under purpose and expectations?”

“I think we’ll use
Lorelei’s initial inquiry about mathematics in the equine industry
and the timely coincidence of the Kentucky Derby.” I wrinkled my
nose, putting the week together in my head. “I’ll talk to Mrs.
Clemashevski tonight, and we’ll hand out another form if the party
comes together.”

“What makes TnL a
Thoroughbred?” Carlee asked as she loaded her backpack and slung it
over her shoulder.

Kindra shrugged and looked
to Jane.

“Thoroughbred horses trace
their origins back to three sires, or fathers: Darley Arabian,
Godolphin Arabian, and Byerly Turk,” Jane said. “Their owners
transported the horses to England from the Middle East around 1700,
and they’ve been bred for stamina, strength, and speed ever
since.”

“I don’t know about that,
but Mrs. Brown has the handsomest horses in the county. Patricia
and I have permission to ride them for their workout once in a
while, but not often enough in my book. I think TnL is especially
beautiful, but my personal favorite is Demon Dancer.”

“Why
does Mrs. Brown keep her Thoroughbreds on your
dairy farm?”
Brock narrowed his eyes and scowled.

“Mrs. Brown moved here
last year, supposedly to escape the constraints of corporate life,
but couldn’t find the right hobby farm. She met Mom at a techie
geek thing and griped about the ‘paucity of property’ available.”
Kindra gestured with finger quotes and rolled her eyes. “Mom
offered space and helped Mrs. Brown build her stable on our farm
site. She’s kind of distant with the animals, but she sure likes to
call herself a horse owner.” She caught herself and said, “Just
calling it as I see it. But Patricia and I are lucky. We take care
of the horses and mom splits the fees with us.”

“That reminds me.” Jane
pursed her lips as she was known to do when the story had, shall we
say, a few colorful elements. “The last time my dad and I visited
Churchill Downs—”

An immediate response
bubbled among us. Brock said, “Go on, Ms. Mackey.”

“Do you still have your
hats?” said Kindra.

“How’s the food?” Galen,
wrestler and consummate foodie, rubbed his belly.

I ignored the banter. “The
last time? How many times have you attended the Kentucky
Derby?”

“We’ve visited Churchill
Downs too many times to count, but we’ve only attended the Derby
three times.” All kidding and chatter ceased. She’d hooked them.
“Some years, the track is riddled with controversy. The last time I
attended, quite a while ago, one of the horses tested positive for
betamethasone and the trainer was suspended. And the time before
that, race officials caught one of the jockeys betting on another
horse, which didn’t look good. Someone always tries to beat the
system.”

“Did you ever bet? Did you
pick any victors?” Patricia asked.

“Won some. Lost way more.”
Jane shrugged. “That’s not to say my method of choosing a horse is
invalid.”

The students packed up,
and on our way past the admin office, I reluctantly requested a
vehicle large enough to accommodate our science club.

Jane held me back as the
kids left the building. “You don’t seem thrilled to be taking the
students to see a Thoroughbred during Kentucky Derby week. What’s
up?”

“The first and only time I
rode a horse was when—” I choked up and puddles filled my eyes. “We
saved Maverick’s mom from the iron teeth of a trap, and I
discovered Charles had a secret life.”
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We stood in the entryway,
and Jane’s eyes grew big and round. “Whaaat?”

I inhaled and exhaled
slowly. “We’d nearly finished our program in cryptanalysis, and the
instructor assigned Charles and me the task of tracing some
harassing text messages. The man behind the posts had dyslexia and
intended the amorous words for his fiancée instead of the annoyed
recipient, Lady Victoria Colton. In gratitude, she invited us to
celebrate at a picnic-on-the-grounds of her breathtaking
seventeenth century estate.” My thoughts drifted back in time,
remembering my handsome Charles lifting his head and tossing back a
lock of wavy blond hair as his twinkling blue eyes spotted me
across the crowded yard.

Jane touched my forearm,
and her concerned voice brought me back. “If it hurts to remember,
you don’t have to tell me.”

I grinned. “These are
wonderful memories. Really.” I shook myself and straightened my
shoulders before continuing. “After the delightful lunch, Lady
Victoria led us to her stable and gave us permission to ride. She
had fabulous horses, but I’d never been in a saddle before, so I
approached the entire experience with trepidation. Charles, on the
other hand, seemed quite at ease. He helped fit me with proper
attire and headgear to ride.” I chortled. “You’ll never believe
this, Jane, but my first mount ever was named Abacus.”

She clasped her hands
together and tried to stifle her laugh. “Math is your
fate.”

“Charles hoisted me on my
horse’s back, and we’d begun to follow the well-worn trail when an
anxious young boy, a groom, told us Lady Victoria’s purebred
British Labrador dam, Bonnie, had nosed open the gate again and was
on the loose. We joined in the search. I had little control over
Abacus, and he followed an invisible trail straight up to her.
She’d been caught in a trap.” My heart beat against my ribs,
bringing back the overwhelming fear for Bonnie’s wellbeing and my
conscious effort to remain calm as I raised my voice to summon help
from Charles. I blinked away the recall.

“Charles rushed her to the
onsite veterinarian.” My nose turned up. “He was a stuffy little
man I’ve had to meet twice too many times in my life.” 

I focused on my hands.
“That’s when the vet addressed Charles as ‘your lordship.’ Until
that moment, I thought what we had between us was the real thing.
I’d wanted to marry him, spend the rest of my life with him, but I
felt betrayed when he turned out to be the biggest puzzle in my
life, with so much I didn’t know.” Jane cleared her throat, and I
looked up. “I almost gave him up that day.”

“But you
didn’t.”

“He didn’t give up on me.
But…” I tamped down my unease. “Among other feelings is a guilt I
can’t seem to shake. Horses still remind me of my unreasonable
reaction to Charles’s revelation.” 

She threaded her arm
through mine, and we approached the double doors. “What about
Maverick?”

My eyes welled up.
“Charles arranged to surprise me with one of Bonnie’s puppies from
her unplanned assignation that night. After Charles was killed, I
almost didn’t accept Maverick, and now I don’t know what I’d do
without him. He’s one of the best gifts ever.” I swiped at my eyes
and turned my head toward her. “And whatever would I do without
you, Jane?” I squeezed her hand. “Thanks to you, I’ll have the
opportunity—” I teared up.

“You’re welcome.” She
waved as she climbed into her big green SUV. 

Hot tears pricked the corners of my eyes.
Dizzying scenes from the bike trail made my head swim. Dad had
yelled a warning but was hit first—a shot to his head—and was
downed feet from me. Charles had charged me, crashing us both to
the ground. The bullet struck him and forced air from his lungs.
His lifeblood poured out. I held his head in my lap and agreed to
everything he’d asked as long as he vowed to stay with me, but
seventeen days after we’d married, he was gone.

I wiped my eyes and shook
my head. I would lead a good life as Charles had
requested.

Equine thoughts filled my
head as I slid into my trustworthy Focus and made my way to North
Maple Street. Meandering down our driveway, I glanced through the
kitchen window and caught sight of a black blur leaping away from
the sill. I squelched the admonition on my lips and chalked it up
to Maverick’s deep, abiding love for me and excitement at my
return. With my arms loaded, I bumped the car door closed, lumbered
down the walkway, shuffled into my kitchen, and prepared for an
enthusiastic dog greeting.

Instead, a singsong
“Kay-teeee,” came from my landlady as she waddled her full-figured
form through the adjoining door of our apartments. She attacked my
cheeks with both hands, pinching and pulling back and forth. “How
was your day?”

“Great,” I burbled as my
lips flapped. “And yours?”

She sported a satiny
purple skirt and flowing floral tunic belted in yellow patent
leather with aplomb. The skirt swirled around her feet as she
glided across the kitchen to the refrigerator and nabbed a pitcher
of some beverage with floating limes and mint leaves. Try as I
might, I couldn’t pull off her bright mismatched colors and
incongruous fabrics. At least one of the hues accentuated her baby
blue eye shadow and set off her freshly colored red
hair.

“Wonderful.” Her emerald
eyes glimmered. “Marietta Calder and I have come up with the best
idea for your science club.”

“Lorelei told
me.”

“Thoughts for this
weekend’s bash are coming at me from all sides, but do not fear.
Themed parties are very much my vibe.” She must have seen my
curious glance. “What? I listen to the kids, and I’m always ready
to update my lingo. I haven’t been out of teaching that long. Now,
let’s get to work. We’ve got a party to plan.” 

My jaw dropped, wondering
when it devolved from she
to we, and what she expected me to do. Her eyes twinkled merrily,
and she bobbled her head to show off her silver hoop earrings. She
selected a pen and notebook from my desktop and picked up the
pitcher. The beautiful big old Queen Anne home provided ample space
for both apartments, and she marched through the doorway to her
living quarters at the front.

Ida stopped and sighed.
Her shoulders slumped. Less than a month had passed since she’d
survived an unsuccessful scheme of vengeance. We thought she’d
shown signs of early dementia, but instead she’d been drugged. I
gently laid my hand on her back. “You don’t have to host the Derby
party, you know. We could do something else.”

Ida raised her nose,
snubbing the pessimism. “It’s time for positive energy. This isn’t
the first Derby party I’ve ever hosted, and knock on wood …” She
rapped on her own noggin. “It won’t be the last, but it will be the
best so far.” Her head swung to watch my face, and she eyed me with
uncertainty. “The kids are coming, aren’t they?”

“They’re definitely
planning on it. How did you think I found out?”

She threw her shoulders
back. “Let me show you what I’ve collected.”

I followed her the rest of
the way into her house. “Have you seen Dad today?”

“Yes. He’s out on
assignment—gathering fresh mint leaves for the juleps.”

I cocked my head and eyed
her warily, watching for signs of a relapse of her dementia
symptoms. “You know the kids can’t have mint juleps,
right?”

She’d been a high school
art teacher. She knew the rules and nodded absently. “Of course
not, dear. Not with the bourbon. But they can certainly have my
Kiddie Mint Mocktail which is the beverage we’ll serve with the
kids onsite.”

Her mental faculties were
as sharp as ever. I relaxed and smiled as she plopped into a chair
at the head of the dining room table, pointing to an adjacent seat,
the only empty place for me to sit. Dumbstruck, I stopped in my
tracks. My mouth gaped, and my eyes popped.

I noted elegant, fancy,
tulle tufted hats in cardinal red, Columbia Jaguar blue, shamrock
green, daffodil yellow, and Viking purple on display—straw hats,
felt fedoras, velvet cloches, satin and lace fascinators with
intricate detailing—hanging from the backs of the remaining seats
around the table she’d extended to its longest length with three
extra leaves.

Bolts of fabric, jars of
buttons, feathers, ribbons, and sundry crafting supplies surrounded
piles of papers, recipe cards, magazine articles, books, and
pamphlets, covered half the area. She pointed to the artsy end of
the table and announced, “For those who’d like to design their own
hats.”

I nudged the polished,
filigreed silver platter containing three different types of finger
sandwiches back from its precarious position at the table’s edge
and accidentally brushed up against the glistening glass serving
bowl jam-packed with dill pickles, wrapped in prosciutto and oozing
cream cheese. The vinegary filling I licked from my fingers
puckered my lips and I nodded in approval. Ida lightly slapped my
hand when I reached for a flaky fruit tartlet from among a plateful
nearly obscuring a ceramic dish designed in the shape of a leaping
steed. “Marietta is coming for a taste test.” She waggled her
forefinger and pointed down the table.

Hand painted glassware,
fancy flatware, stacks of small red-rose rimmed plates, and
multi-colored napkins in a shiny fabric embroidered with large
numbers filled a sizable portion of the credenza under the window,
lined up next to another tray of open-faced turkey sandwiches
dripping with cheese sauce covered with sliced tomatoes and crisp
bacon.

“Those look delicious. May
I taste one of them?”

She nodded. “My take on
the Kentucky Derby Hot Browns.”

I could barely contain my
groan of delight. Maverick sat near my feet at the ready and lucked
out when a bit of bacon squirted from my second bite. I swallowed
with relish and so did he. “How many guests are you
expecting?”

She shrugged and opened
her planner to the page marked invitations. She ran her finger down
the long page as her lips moved, whispering the names. “Not quite
enough, and as it’s so last minute, the kids are in charge of
sending backup evites.”

I swiped at my lips with
the back of my hand. “And you put this all together
today?”

Ida rolled her eyes and
dragged a stack of fill-in-the-blank invitations across the
table.

“Of course you did.” I
needed fuel to deal with my landlady’s over-the-top ideas and
snatched a confection from a two-tiered stainless-steel platter,
popping it in my mouth. “That chocolate truffle was calling …” I
muttered around the sweet as a burst of a very spicy liquid cherry
exploded in my mouth and my eyes flew wide. “… my name,” I garbled
and forced a swallow.

Ida poured a measure of
liquid from the pitcher. Condensation dripped through the magnolia
pattern painted on the side of the ice-cold glass. She placed it in
my hand and firmly wrapped my fingers around it securing the bottom
so it wouldn’t slip. With a smug smile, she clucked her
tongue.

Leery of surprise
ingredients in the beverage after the most recent taste of the
filling inside the chocolate, I asked, “What’s in it?” She crossed
her arms and mimed zipping her lip and tossing the key. I hesitated
but only a moment before sliding the leafy sprig to one side and
glugging the drink to tamp down the fire on my tongue. A bright
fresh minty zing hit my palate. My eyes closed, and a guttural
sound hummed in my throat.

She tried to wait for my
opinion, but her question erupted in earnest concern. “Don’t you
like the beverage either?”

After another long slurp,
I said, “Yes. This is wonderful.”

“Careful.” One eyebrow rose to her hairline, and she
sniggered. “It’s light on the alcohol, but that’s a real Mint
Julep.” She unrolled a swath of blue velvet and artfully wrapped it
around a hat form, cutting the excess, zipping five long basting
stitches, and pinning the gathered fabric with a gold brooch. She
turned me to face her and fitted the creation over my light brown
hair, swiping wisps away from my face. 

I turned my head right and left, examining
my reflection in the mirror. “I bow to your extraordinary
decorating talent.”

“Derby hats are to die
for.”

We couldn’t know how
prophetic her words would be.
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After school, we loaded
the students into the van, and Jane pelted each rider with
questions as she manned the sliding door. “These spring days in the
month of May are flying by. How did yours go?” She genuinely cared
for our kids as much as I did and prodded each with individual
attention. “What’s the school day countdown? Are we ready for the
state mock trial meet?” Though she sometimes pried into their
personal lives as well with “Who are you taking to prom?” and “I
saw you with that basketball player. What’s up with
that?”

The students took her
good-natured interrogation in stride but didn’t feel compelled to
answer all her questions and often teased her back, asking about
her fiancé, the dashing Agent Andrew Kidd. Drew started the school
year as a condescending high school communications teacher, but he
actually worked undercover as an agent for the Bureau of Criminal
Apprehension until the drug pipeline he’d investigated had been
disrupted. After too many sub-par substitutes, the school finally
replaced Drew with an overqualified retired journalist who might be
persuaded to take the job for at least another year.

For the umpteenth time, I
glanced at my naked wrist as Kindra and Patricia crammed into the
seat behind us next to Lorelei. They silently but furiously argued
over directions for the best and fastest route home. Jane kept an
eye on Patricia, awkwardly mimicking the signs she gleaned from
their exchange.

I’d visited the dairy
operation and knew the general location of the farm, but
step-by-step instructions removed the unknowns from the
equation.

“Our farm site has been
annexed and is within city limits now, but because of the pond, to
access it we have to come in from the county road.” I followed
Kindra’s confident instructions penetrating the chattering voices
of her classmates.

Lorelei spoke a bit
haughtily. “I talked to Mrs. Clemashevski right after school, and
she gave me a rundown of the menu and entertainment she’s
organized. She’s hosting the best Derby party this side of the
Mississippi. After her trauma last month, I was worried at first it
might be too much, but she said she’s looking forward to it.”
Lorelei radiated happiness.

Kindra tapped the back of
my headrest. “Take the next turn on the left, after the line of
trees, toward the water.” I checked with Patricia in the rearview
mirror who nodded. From this distance, the pond appeared small, but
I had a feeling there was much more around the corner.

We pulled up to the gate.
Kindra jumped out and unlocked it. She hopped back in, and we
followed the crushed stone driveway around the bend. A pristine
house came into view. Debora ran a tight ship, and her business
venture had finally come into its own and afforded them the luxury
of updating the antiquated white two-story. The fresh siding and
contrasting black roof and shutters made it an oasis amid the
numerous dated deep-red outbuildings and the two gleaming white
metal barns with the Halloran Dairy insignia on the
sides.

“Oh,” Patricia pointed at
a metallic green-colored SUV and complained. “Why’d she choose
today, of all days, to be here at this time?”

Jane signed as she spoke.
“Who’s here?”

Patricia crinkled her eyes
and pursed her lips. “The horses’ owner, Mrs. Brown. I was hoping
we’d have my majestic friends to ourselves.”

Kindra put a hand on
Patricia’s wildly bouncing knee. “I don’t think she’ll mind
sharing. She’s always inviting us to ride, and she knows her
animals gets their best treatment from my little
sister.”

Carlee gravitated to the
window, jabbing a finger toward a vehicle parked across the
driveway. “Look at that boxy contraption. I’ve never seen anything
like it.”

“And you probably never
will anywhere else,” said Brock, wide-eyed. “It’s a Mercedes-G63
four-by-four-squared.”

Carlee wrinkled her nose
and shrugged. “It’s not my thing, I guess.”

Brock sighed. “Won’t ever
be mine either. That machine costs more than some
houses.”

Galen glanced up from his
phone and studied Jane. “You told us about the fathers of
Thoroughbreds, so who are Magic, Herod, and Eclipse?”

Without missing a beat,
Jane said, “They are the offspring of the initial fathers, and the
foundation sires. It’s what relates them all. The Jockey Club has
maintained proof of the entire Thoroughbred line in the American
Stud Book
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