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Synopsis

The note attached to her grandmother’s will has left
debutante Mae St. John with this: the family fortune is gone; the
father she never knew lives in Louisiana; and her only income is a
modest trust fund left for the care of Big Mae’s poodle, Rhett.

Hog-tied by her father’s financial predicament and
mental decline, Whit Casey is not happy at being strong-armed to
hire Mae, who knows nothing about quarter horse racing, to write
for her racing magazine and dot-com. Still, attraction grows
between the two women until Mae’s investigation into a horse
cloning controversy implicates Whit and the colt she is depending
on to stop the foreclosure of her father’s farm. It’s a race
against time to clear the colt before the big race and claim what
both women desire most in their lives—someone to hold them
forever.
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Dedication

In memory of Mae Eugenia Jackson, 1934-2012.


Chapter One

“Every day can’t be
Sunday.”

Mae St. John huffed impatiently. With one hand she
held tight to the wide, floppy brim of her hat in a tug-of-war with
the sporadic wind. Between gusts, she vigorously waved away the
pesky gnats with a paddle-style fan imprinted with the funeral
home’s logo.

Her black Milan hat was a welcome shelter from the
sweltering August sun, but whoever in the fashion world had decided
to revive this seventies-style millinery hadn’t considered that car
seats now had headrests. She’d had to lean forward halfway between
the seat and the steering wheel the entire thirty-minute drive out
to the country cemetery. She didn’t dare take the hat off and lay
it on the seat because the car’s mirrors were too small to ensure
it wouldn’t be seated cattywampus on her head when she put it on
again.

The intermittent breeze did little to temper the
sultry humidity, and nothing to dispel the swarm of gnats that
emerged from the surrounding woods every time the wind died down.
Mae could swear they were the same insects that plagued the family
reunions held outside the small church located down the hill and
across the road.

She had loved those reunions when she was a child,
but the advent of air-conditioning had lowered Southerners’
tolerance for outdoor meetings, and modern warnings about
mayonnaise exposed to the heat frightened the younger, coddled
generations. So, the annual event had been moved into the new
fellowship hall. It had refrigerators, air-conditioning, and
freedom from insects. But gathering in the plain, concrete-block
building stole the charm of an old-fashioned dinner-on-the-ground
under the shade of giant oaks, and people stopped coming.

Times were changing.

Mae let the funeral director guide her to a seat
among metal folding chairs grouped under the dark-blue canopy. She
was front and center one last time before the grandmother who had
reared her with a firm but loving hand.

She stared at the pearl-blue casket with ornate
silver handles. The open grave waiting to receive Big Mae St. John
for the rest of eternity was the biggest change Mae had encountered
in her twenty-eight years. She had no idea what she would do
without the dynamic and stabilizing presence of her
grandmother.

“For everything there is a season,
and a time for every matter under heaven. A time to be born and a
time to die…” The words of the deep-voiced Episcopal priest were
meant to soothe, but Mae’s anxiety rose as each verse took her
closer to being totally alone in this world.

“…a time to kill, and a time to
heal…”

How would she live in the big, old house without Big
Mae?

“…a time to cast stones, and a
time to gather stones together…”

She had considered suing the Palmer Country Club for
serving Big Mae, who was actually a small, thin woman, that fifth
whiskey sour, then letting her get behind the wheel of her
Mercedes. But she knew how well her grandmother could disguise her
inebriation and how intimidating she could be to a young valet who
might have hesitated before handing over Big Mae’s car keys.

“…a time to keep silent, and a
time to speak…”

If she had pressed the matter, the local media
surely would have been alerted to the illegal level of alcohol in
Big Mae’s bloodstream when her car slipped off the edge of the
roadway and overcorrected to shoot onto the fifteenth fairway and
into an irrigation holding pond, scattering ducks and sinking
quickly beneath the lily pads.

One young groundskeeper had valiantly tried to
rescue Big Mae, but he was unable to open a door or break a window.
John Hatley, chairman of the board that governed the club and Big
Mae’s attorney, told her privately that the boy had said Big Mae
hadn’t been wearing her seat belt and appeared mercifully
unconscious as the car filled with water. Her cause of death was
ruled as drowning.

“…a time for war, and a time for
peace…”

No, she couldn’t sue. Big Mae would have been
appalled at the public scrutiny of her final hours.

Mae sighed. Why couldn’t Big Mae have died of some
lingering illness, so she’d have had time to ask her grandmother
what she should do now? It was regrettable, but Big Mae’s advice
would have been the same as always—marry well and the rest will
fall into place.

The priest’s litany pulled her back to the present.
“And now we commit this body to the ground: earth to earth, ashes
to ashes, dust to dust. The Lord bless our sister, Evelyn Mae St.
John, and keep her for all of eternity.”

As amens chorused around her, Mae stood and placed a
single white lily atop her grandmother’s casket. She straightened
her shoulders and hobbled to the limousine with as much dignity as
possible, considering her four-inch heels sank into the damp
cemetery dirt with every step.

If she could weather the next couple of hours in
that dreary fellowship hall accepting sad condolences and answering
whispered questions about who did Big Mae’s hair and makeup for the
funeral, she could finally go home and fall apart.

 


*

 


“I can hardly believe she’s gone.”
John Hatley’s hands were sweaty as he clasped Mae’s. “Your
grandmother may have been a small woman, but, by God, she filled up
a room when she walked in.”

Mae followed him into his richly appointed office
and sat in an elegant wingback chair as he moved behind his
mahogany desk. She listened politely as he continued to ramble,
even though she wanted to scream for him to just read the damn
will.

The past week had been filled with so much nervous
expectation that she’d nearly resorted to taking one of Big Mae’s
nerve pills. If the will had been written and signed years ago, why
in the world did it take a week before he could read it to her? Big
Mae had told her nothing about their finances, and she needed to
schedule the paying of bills and other things. She hated to be
disorganized.

Hatley finally left off his reminiscing and began to
shuffle the papers on his desk. Mae shifted forward in her seat.
Had Big Mae left a personal letter for her, like in the movies? She
longed to hear her grandmother’s final advice. Big Mae had given it
constantly and freely throughout Mae’s life, whether she sought it
or not. Why would she be silent now?

Hatley cleared his throat. “I’m not sure how much
your grandmother shared about her finances with you.”

Mae frowned. “Unfortunately, she considered it
unseemly for women to discuss money.”

“Then what I’m about to tell you
may come as a bit of a shock.”

“Nothing about my grandmother
could shock me.” Mae didn’t care about the money. She really
didn’t. What words of wisdom, what message had she left?

“Your grandfather left Big Mae
financially comfortable, but the stock-market plunge a few years
back drained her funds.”

Mae hesitated to let his words sink in. “How badly
drained?” Okay. Maybe she did care about money.

“I’m afraid I’d have to recommend
that you let her house go into foreclosure. It’s already mortgaged
for more than it’s worth, and she quit paying the mortgage
life-insurance policy on it when the market went bad.”

Mae didn’t want to give up the house. She had grown
up there. It had been in the family for generations. “Surely she
had other assets I could sell. How did she pay her dues at the
country club or have cash for clothes and groceries? She never once
mentioned a need to conserve.”

“You’ve been living off the loan
she took out against the house and its contents. She’s actually a
year behind in her dues at the club, but, as chairman, I convinced
the board that to kick out a member with such high social standing
would be indecorous.”

“But she never said a word. She
paid my college tuition and sorority dues every year without
complaint.” Surely Big Mae would have given some indication they
needed to be prudent with their spending.

“I believe she hoped you would
marry well and your future husband would remedy the family money
problem.”

How archaic was that? Mae straightened in her chair
and glared at the man. “Mr. Hatley, my grandmother would never
barter me in marriage like a cow.”

He raised a hand to ward off her anger. “Precisely
why she refused to do more than gently press you in that direction,
and, most likely, why she never advised you of the money situation.
She wouldn’t force you.”

His concession did little to damper Mae’s
indignation. “If we needed money that badly, why didn’t she
remarry? At least a dozen men would have jumped at the chance.”

“I asked her the same thing. She
said she’d done her duty to the male population. She might die
poor, but she’d die on her own terms.”

Mae stared at him for a long moment. “So, there’s
nothing?”

He shook his head. “I didn’t say that.” He pushed a
contract across the table for her to read. “She left a very small
trust that is protected from her creditors. It will pay you fifteen
thousand a year as long as you produce annual veterinarian
statements that her poodle is in the best possible health for his
age and all his vaccinations are up to date.” He laid a check
before her. “The first fifteen thousand is yours when you sign the
contract, agreeing to the terms.”

Rhett? Big Mae provided for Rhett and not her? She
grabbed the offered pen and scribbled her name where he indicated.
Big Mae didn’t raise her to be a fool. “Apparently, I don’t have a
lot of options.” She folded the check and slipped it into her
purse.

Hatley took the signed contract, glancing to confirm
her signature. “I have to warn you that should he die, the rest of
the trust will immediately go to the local SPCA. So, I’d be careful
about letting him off leash.”

The large office had grown claustrophobic, pressing
in around her. This was a nightmare. Mae closed her eyes and put
her hand to her forehead. Maybe she had a fever and was delirious.
When the fever broke, she would realize this was all a bad
dream.

“There’s more,” Hatley
said.

“Of course there is,” she
muttered.

When she opened her eyes, he handed over a sealed
envelope. At last. This must be the missive she had hoped for when
she first sat in this chair of doom.

“It’s a personal note, I believe.
I can leave you alone to read it if you like.”

Mae stood. Probably half his office had already
discussed her financial plight around the copy machine, and her
misfortune will surely be the buzz of the country club soon enough.
She would not read this letter here and suffer an emotional
breakdown that would add fuel to the gossip.

“Thank you, but I think I’ll read
it at home.”

She started for the door, then turned back to
Hatley. “How long before the bank takes the house?”

Hatley didn’t meet her eyes and adjusted his tie
nervously. “The mortgage is already two months behind. I’ll notify
them that you intend to let it go into foreclosure, and you should
have another month to make arrangements to relocate.”

Mae nodded. She had a lot to do in a month and no
idea where to begin.

 


*

 


Mae was so numb that the next time she became aware
of her surroundings, she was sitting in the house that would soon
belong to the bank, stroking Rhett’s black curls while he licked
her hands. She didn’t remember driving home or coming inside. She
didn’t know how long she’d been sitting there. But she did still
have the letter in her hand and carefully slit it open with her
fingernail, something she’d watched Big Mae do a thousand times.
The letter began without preamble.

 


I know you may be angry now, but you will eventually
thank me.

It’s true I’m not bequeathing you a fortune, but
I’ve passed on something much more important. You are a strong
Southern woman bred from a long line of strong women. We all have
survived by our own wits and resources. You will do the same.

Don’t hold Rhett’s trust fund against him. I know
you love him as much as I do. He is much more agreeable than any
husband.

Rhett’s trust, along with a paltry ten thousand
dollars secreted in my library and what I’m about to reveal, should
give you a good start.

Your father was not killed in a car crash. Michael
Dupree is a wealthy lawyer, alive and well in Opelousas, Louisiana.
He was an attorney being groomed for a career as a political
insider when he met your mother. She was a student at Emory and
they worked together on a local campaign. But he was already
married to a woman his family endorsed, and, when they discovered
Maggie was pregnant, Michael’s father paid your mother to have an
abortion and never go near his son again. Obviously, she didn’t go
through with it or you wouldn’t be reading this letter. Whether you
reveal yourself to him is your decision to make.

Good luck, my granddaughter. I have every confidence
in you. Since that day your mother took her own life, you have been
such a joy and source of pride for me.

 


All my love,

Big Mae

 


P.S. Almost forgot your traveling money. Look to
another strong Southern woman, but take more than the bills you’ll
find tucked between her pages. Take the life lessons that she
learned in her struggle to prosper.

 


Mae blinked. She had a father? All these years and
nobody had told her? A tentative ray penetrated her gloom. She
wasn’t alone. She had a father.

She sprang from the sofa so quickly that Rhett
tumbled to the floor. She grabbed him up and held him against her
chest. “Are you okay?” God, she had to be more careful. This dog
was currently her only meal ticket. She kissed the top of his head.
Big Mae was right. She did love him. She would have cared for him
even without a trust fund. But since there was one…“I suppose that, despite my best efforts, I do
find myself relying on a man to support me. So, don’t even think
about running under a speeding car, Mister.”

She placed him gently on the floor and he followed
her to the library. The walls were filled with shelves, and the
shelves overflowed with books. She supposed she’d have to take down
each one and thumb through it for the money. But what else did she
have to do?

She was halfway through the top shelves when a
dust-instigated sneezing fit forced her to scramble down to get a
tissue from the faux-gold dispenser on the desk. She blew her nose
and looked at Rhett.

“When’s the last time anyone
dusted these nasty books?”

Rhett sneezed in sympathy and wagged his stumpy
tail. She smiled at him and turned back to the books. A strong
Southern woman. She scanned the titles. It was right before her
face. Gone with the Wind by Margaret
Mitchell. Scarlett O’Hara had always been Big Mae’s favorite flawed
heroine.

She pulled the book from the middle shelf and shook
it over the desk. Hundred-dollar bills, tucked between every other
page, fluttered down. After careful inspection, she extracted one
hundred of the bills, ten thousand dollars total, as Big Mae had
promised.

Several pages had been torn out to allow for the
extra bulk of the money, which made Mae laugh for the first time
since she learned of her grandmother’s fatal accident. The missing
pages contained the scene where Scarlett drove a poor mule until he
died of exhaustion as they escaped from the burning of Atlanta. A
true animal lover, Big Mae had detested that part of the story.

Mae picked up the book and the money and beckoned
Rhett to follow. She kicked off her shoes and, together, they
curled up on Big Mae’s bed. It smelled faintly of powder and
jasmine, and the familiar scent comforted her. Rhett settled next
to her hip as she opened the book and began to read.

Tonight, she would relive Scarlett’s journey.
Tomorrow, she’d start finding out everything she could about
Michael Dupree to begin a journey of her own.


Chapter Two

“She’s got more in her cheek than
she can chew.”

Whit Casey looked up from her stopwatch as the
pounding of hooves against the sparse turf grew louder. The slim
jockey stretched forward over the neck of the sleek, dark bay colt
as they thundered toward her. She stared at the finish post and
clicked the watch the instant Raising the Bar’s nose broke in front
of it.

She grinned at her father. “Twenty-two-oh-two. Can’t
wait to see what he does on a real track.”

Clinton Casey nodded and tongued his toothpick to
the other side of his mouth. “Greased lightning, that’s for sure.
Best ace I ever played.”

Whit shook her head. “I can’t believe you won a colt
like that in a card game, Pop.”

“Well, the feller that had him was
a few cards short of a full deck or he’d have never put that
pedigree on the table. He’s got Lena’s Bar and Beduino appendix
blood, you know,” he said.

“Yeah. You told me that.”
Actually, Pop had mentioned it several times. “You think you’ll get
him on a track soon?”

“I reckon we should train at
Carencro for a couple weeks before the season starts at Evangeline
Downs.”

“I need to find what you did with
his registration papers.” Raising the Bar couldn’t be entered in
any race unless the paperwork was in order.

He frowned. “You don’t have his papers?”

“Pop, we talked about this last
night.”

“Could be in some mail I ain’t
opened.”

“I went through everything that
was in the house.”

“Might be some more in the
barn.”

“Why didn’t you tell me that
before?”

“Must’a slipped my mind.” Pop’s
hand trembled as he lifted his dirty John Deere cap and resettled
it on his head. Whit recognized what she had recently figured out
was a sign that he was tired and needed a nap. Fatigue made him
less coherent.

“You know, I think I might have
left Ellie shut up in the house. Why don’t you go check on her for
me? I’ll take care of the colt.”

He’d stubbornly refuse if she told him to go take a
rest, but he’d collapse in his recliner and sleep for two hours if
she gave him an excuse to go indoors.

“You and that damned dog.” He spit
a stream of tobacco juice on the ground. “She’s into everything.
Can’t even breed her. She and Jack’d made fine puppies if you
hadn’t had her fixed. Just ’cause you don’t want nothing to do with
a man doesn’t mean she doesn’t.”

Ellie, Whit’s Jack Russell terrier, was only two
years old, but there was no point in reminding Pop that his male
terrier had been dead for years.

“Thanks. Just don’t feed her any
more treats. She’s getting fat.”

He feigned a scowl. “I believe those chickens roost
at your barn. She ain’t been here long enough for me to make her
fat.” He grumbled to himself as he headed for the farmhouse. “You
sure got bossy living down there in the city.”

The colt rounded the corner again, this time at a
walk, and Whit strode out to meet them.

“Let’s walk him around again,
Tyree. I’ll walk with you.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“How’d he feel?”

Tyree Boudreaux’s face lit up like the sun. “He’s
fit, Miss Whitley. When he hits his stride, he’s smooth as the
glider on my mama’s front porch.”

Whit smiled up at the teen. When Pop’s client list
dwindled, he didn’t have enough work to keep a regular exercise
jockey busy, so he hired the boy to both ride and help around the
barn. Tyree was only sixteen, but she valued his opinion. His
father was a professional jockey who floated in and out of Tyree’s
life. When he was around, he taught the boy everything he knew
about perching on the back of a racehorse.

“How’d he handle the distance?”
She’d clocked him on the standard four-forty but was interested to
see if he could go the distance, which was twice that
far.

“He was still picking up speed.
You thinking of running him long?”

“Maybe, but if he had that much
left in him, then we need to up his speed on the front end. I don’t
want to really turn him loose, though, until we’re on a real
track.”

The track at her father’s quarter-horse training
farm outside Opelousas was nothing more than a path worn in the
grass along the outside of an oval, four-foot-tall, wood rail. Even
though there was no outside rail, it had once been a decent track,
with a wide strip that could easily run three horses abreast. The
footing had been several inches of rich dirt raked daily with a
tractor to keep it soft. But it was one of the things Pop had
neglected, and the pasture grass had quickly encroached.

“I’d like to see him run
straighter along the rail. He tends to drift to the
outside.”

“He don’t like the rail, Miss
Whitley. He slows down when I hold him close to it.”

She pursed her lips. This colt needed to be trained
on a good track where he could run with other horses. That would
cost her.

 


*

 


Whit stared at the pile of unopened mail.
Apparently, Pop often came straight from the mailbox to the barn
and had absently laid the mail down in odd places. She discovered a
stack on the dusty desk in the barn office and also handfuls in
several places in the tack room, the feed room, and on the shelves
in the wash stall.

“I found some he’d left on the
ledge in Dream Girl’s stall,” Tyree said softly. He stood in the
doorway, looking worried. “I picked up what I could, but Dream had
already found it and ripped up most of it. I put what was left on
the desk. After that, I tried to keep an eye on Mr. Clinton when he
came in with mail in his hands, but sometimes I was out riding one
of the horses and didn’t see where he put it.”

“Thank you, Tyree.” She studied
the teen. His father was Puerto Rican, but he had his
African-American mother’s rich brown skin, and, although he was
slender like his father, he would soon be too tall to be a
professional jockey. “I appreciate you hanging in with Pop when
everybody else left.”

“I like Mr. Clinton. My daddy says
he’s one of the best trainers in Louisiana. He’s just been
forgetful lately. My granny was that way when she got real
old.”

A loud clap of thunder shook the barn and they both
jumped, then chuckled at their reaction.

“I reckon I’ll go ahead and bring
the horses in for the night, if that’s all right,” Tyree said.
“It’s a couple hours early, but this storm might scare the
foals.”

“Do you need some help?” Whit
stood to go with him.

“No, ma’am. When I holler for
them, they’ll think it’s feeding time already and come on up.” He
glanced at the littered desk as he turned to leave. “Looks like
you’ve got enough to do right here.”

Whit ran her hand through her brown curls in
frustration. The shoulder-length hair was hot and bothersome now
that she was working outdoors again. She planned to get it cut
short like she used to wear it, but she’d had a million other
things to do, and the past month already had been a hectic
blur.

After a confusing call from Pop about some legal
papers he’d gotten in the mail, she’d made a rare trip home. Since
her mother had died three years ago, she’d promised herself she
would visit more often. But Pop had seemed okay with his horses to
keep him busy, and her own business had begun to flourish, so it’d
been a while since her last visit. What she found when she arrived
had shocked her.

The housekeeping service she’d arranged had quit
coming, probably because of their unpaid billing statements she
found in the stack of delinquent bills that littered the house,
along with other unopened mail, dirty dishes, and soiled laundry.
The once-lush pastures of the farm were going to seed because they
hadn’t been mowed or fertilized, and broken rails on the wood
fences hadn’t been mended.

Only the horses were still well tended. Five of
Pop’s six breeding mares had foals at their sides. But the stable
of horses he was training had dwindled to this new two-year-old
colt, three yearlings, and the two racers owned by his only
remaining client. Pop had much more money going out than he had
coming in.

Whit had contacted a few of his former clients, and
they all told the same story. They had moved their horses to
another training farm after Pop had confused dates and missed races
where the clients had already paid entry fees.

Her weekend trip had turned into a weeklong visit.
Whit cleaned the house, used her own savings to catch up his bills,
and, after an extended argument, drove him to his doctor for a
complete physical. Pop seemed much older than his sixty-eight
years, and it wasn’t just because of his long years of hard outdoor
work.

She was back in Baton Rouge when his doctor called
her with the results. He had a good bit of arthritis from age, but
his heart and cholesterol were excellent. However, his mental
deterioration alarmed her. The doctor was still waiting for more
test results to confirm it, but Pop’s symptoms all pointed to
Alzheimer’s.

She considered taking him to live with her in the
city, but it felt unusually cruel to remove him from his beloved
farm and horses that had kept him going after her mom died. Moving
back home seemed to be the only solution.

It’d been nearly twenty-five years ago that she’d
left to attend Louisiana State University. After graduation, she’d
settled in Baton Rouge because the city had something rural
Louisiana lacked—a thriving lesbian community.

She started out working as a journalist with the
Baton Rouge newspaper and freelanced articles to racing
publications. When the newspaper industry began to crash with the
economy and she was laid off, she took business-management and
web-design classes while she collected unemployment. Then she
launched Quarter Track, her own racing
dot-com and an every-other-month glossy magazine.

It was a financial struggle for a while, but the
Casey name got her the best interviews and a step ahead of the
other media in ferreting out news tips. It paid off. She started
out doing it all—writing, photography, layout, even selling ads.
But as her advertising base grew, she hired a friend’s company to
handle advertising and marketing and used several freelancers to
help with the editorial content. She still did key interviews, but
mainly worked from her condo as editor and layout artist for the
magazine and producer for the website.

So, it was no problem to move her business to
Opelousas. In fact, it was helpful to be closer to the Evangeline
Racetrack and Casino. Straightening out Pop’s financial mess and
balancing her workload with his horse-training duties was her
biggest problem. And then, there was Avery.

Whit was thirty when she met the up-and-coming young
assistant district attorney at a chamber-of-commerce function.
Avery was beautiful, bold in the courtroom, a natural at handling
the media, and deeply closeted. Their first two years were hot and
sexy. Whit couldn’t get enough of the auburn-haired, blue-eyed
prosecutor.

Then Whit’s life began to change, and it had taken
ten years for her to admit the changes were all for Avery’s
benefit. Avery had chided her for looking like a lesbian stereotype
and persuaded Whit to let her short curls grow long and upgrade her
comfortable clothes and boots to designer jeans and trendy
shoes.

“Soon,” Avery would say when Whit
pressed for them to move in together. But when her father rose in
politics from a district judgeship to the state legislature, Avery
explained that she couldn’t risk the media uncovering that he had a
lesbian daughter when he toed the Republican Party’s line against
gay rights.

Those first years of special weekends and hot sex
became a distant memory. The time they did spend together was
frequently interrupted by “social responsibilities.” Avery began to
attend her father’s political fund-raisers on the arm of another
closet case, a young gay prosecutor who also had political
ambitions.

They still socialized with lesbian friends and
vacationed at the beach together, but their kisses were
passionless, and lovemaking became so one-sided, Whit no longer
broached the subject. She’d rather take care of her urges herself
than endure Avery’s mechanical reciprocation.

Over the years, Avery’s criticisms became more
frequent and less veiled. Whit needed to exercise because her hard
body had grown soft sitting at a computer all day. Whit snored in
her sleep. Whit should wear a little makeup. Whit should color the
gray hair beginning to show at her temples. Whit was being overly
sensitive when Avery was just making a small suggestion.

So, in a way, the decision to move back to the farm
to rescue Pop really rescued her from a relationship that was
chipping away at her self-esteem. Still, Whit’s heart mourned those
early years of passion and romance, emotions Avery said couples
always outgrew.

She sighed. Maybe she had been too sensitive to
Avery’s comments. Maybe forty-two was too
old for romance.

She began separating the mail into piles. It was
mostly junk, but she also uncovered several letters from attorneys
notifying Pop that the races he missed were a breach of contract.
Another letter, from the racing commission, advised him that
missing more events without properly scratching his entry could get
him suspended from Louisiana racing. It was too late to answer the
attorneys’ letters. Those clients had already moved on to another
trainer. But she should write a letter to the racing board to
explain her father’s lapse.

Thunder rolled over the barn in a long rumble, and
Whit decided to make a dash for the house before the sky let loose.
She gathered up the mail, noting as she walked through the barn
that all but the yearlings were in their stalls. Tyree had worked
fast while she was woolgathering at the desk.

Huge drops began to pelt down just as she was
stepping onto the porch, and Whit took a moment to rest her back
against the side of the house to breathe in the fresh smell of
rain. She closed her eyes and smiled. How in the world had she
survived surrounded by city pavement for the past twenty-five
years?

She was about to go inside when she heard shouting.
Tyree was running across the pasture, waving his arms.

“Miss Whitley! You gotta come
quick. Pan has barbed wire wrapped all around his legs. I couldn’t
get him loose.”

Whit opened the door and threw her armful of mail
onto the table just inside. Pop was snoring in his recliner, as
expected, but Ellie rocketed out the door to follow as Whit ran to
the barn to find some wire cutters.

Tyree’s eyes were wide, and he shifted from foot to
foot as Whit rummaged through the toolbox in the tack room. “It
looks bad, Miss Whitley. Pan’s legs are all cut up.”

Whit’s heart sank. Pandemonium was Pop’s most
promising yearling. She desperately needed to sell him for a good
price at the upcoming yearling auction to fund Raising the Bar’s
training. She found the heavy wire cutters and grabbed a rain
slicker from a hanger on the wall before ducking into the barn
office to load a syringe with a dose of tranquilizer. Then she
pulled her cell phone from her pocket as they hurried to the
pasture. Best call now to get the veterinarian to start heading
this way.

By the time they reached the yearling, her phone was
ringing with the vet’s callback. She pulled the hood of her poncho
up to shield the phone as she held it to her ear. “Hey, Stacy.”

“Heard you were back. I know
Clinton must be happy.”

“Yeah, I guess. You on your
way?”

“I’m at least thirty minutes out.
The answering service said you have a horse with barbed wire
wrapped around his legs.”

“One of the yearlings. It’s Pan.”
She waited while Tyree slipped a halter over Pan’s head and talked
softly to soothe the frightened colt. He held tight to the halter
as Whit turned up Pan’s lip to check his gums. “He doesn’t seem too
shocky and the cuts don’t look real deep, but he’s named
Pandemonium for a reason. I probably need to sedate him so he won’t
struggle while I cut him free.”

“What do you have on
hand?”

“Pop had some Dormosedan. I loaded
a syringe and put it in my pocket in case you gave me the
okay.”

“Don’t give him too much. Start
with four-tenths of a cc. If I’m not there in twenty minutes and
he’s still struggling, give him three-tenths more. But be careful.
You don’t want him keeling over on you.”

“A permanently lame racehorse
might as well be dead,” she said grimly. “If we’re not at the barn
when you get here, we’ll be all the way on the other side of the
big pasture. Close the gate when you drive in because the other two
yearlings are out here, too.

“Be there in a few.”

Whit tucked the phone back into her pocket and
pushed the bulky hood back, ignoring the rain. She quickly injected
the tranquilizer into a vein in the colt’s neck and studied the
wire while the drug did its work. When he visibly relaxed, she
squatted to snip away at the barbed strands and carefully remove
them.

Two hours later, the yearling had a crisscross of
stitches on both front legs and was groggily munching his nightly
grain.

“You were lucky,” Stacy said,
gathering her instruments into a stainless-steel bucket.

Dr. Stacy James had followed her father’s footsteps
into equine medicine and was the long-time veterinarian for the
Casey farm. Eight years older than Whit, she had married a geeky
software designer who worked from home and managed their four
children while Stacy treated horses across three parishes.

“Not lucky enough. I was about to
list him at the yearling auction.”

“It looks a lot worse than it is.
He’ll race fine if he doesn’t get an infection. The cuts were
superficial.”

“Nobody’s going to pay top dollar
for a racing prospect with his legs full of stitches.”

“This colt has a great pedigree. I
figured Clinton would keep him.”

“Pop needs the money to campaign
Raising the Bar. Now, I’ll probably have to keep Pan and train him
myself.”

Stacy picked up her bucket, and Whit followed her
outside. The storm had been furious but brief, and the
late-afternoon sun was already drying the grass. They were quiet
until Stacy put her equipment away and closed the back of her
truck.

“He’s getting bad, isn’t
he?”

“Doctor says it’s
Alzheimer’s.”

“Makes sense. I noticed things
going downhill around here. Last time I came out to breed mares,
Clinton called the very next morning and didn’t remember we’d just
inseminated the day before.”

Whit rubbed her temple, trying to ward off the
headache that was building. “Damn it. I should have come to visit
more often. I would have seen that things weren’t right, and maybe
I could have helped before he’d dug himself into such a deep hole.
I suppose he owes you money, too?”

“Yeah. He should have the bills
tucked away here somewhere.”

“They’re probably in the mail I
just found today. I was about to open it all when Tyree found Pan.”
Whit ran her fingers through her hair. “How much does he owe? I’ll
go get my checkbook.”

Stacy waved her off. “I’ll send you a new bill,
including the charges for today. Zach landed a big software
contract, so we’re not hurting. You can pay some on Clinton’s bill
after you get things straightened out here.” She stared at the
ground and scratched her tanned cheek.

“Is there more I should
know?”

Stacy climbed into her truck and closed the door,
but lowered the window and leaned out. “As long as I’ve known
Clinton Casey, he’s never had a single strand of barbed wire on his
farm.”

Whit frowned. “He never let his bills go unpaid or
missed a race where he had a horse entered either.”

“Word is he’s borrowed money from
somebody he shouldn’t. You need to ask him about that. I’d tell you
to go look at the road that runs behind your pasture, but the storm
probably washed away any tire tracks.”

She stared at Stacy. “You think somebody hurt Pan
deliberately? Who would do that?”

Stacy shook her head. “I don’t know. Don’t know who
Clinton’s been doing business with. Just telling you I’ve heard
rumors.”

“That wire’s probably been in the
ground for years and just worked its way up. You know that can
happen.”

Stacy started the truck. “Could be. All the same,
I’d be keeping a sharp eye on things if I were you. Talk to your
father.” She waved as the truck rolled down the drive and turned
onto the highway.

Whit kicked the toe of her boot against a clump of
weeds that had taken root among the pasture grass. Could things get
any worse?


Chapter Three

“If all you’ve got is grease, then
it’s time to make gravy.”

Mae smoothed the flared skirt of her conservative
sundress and took a deep breath to calm her nerves. She’d lingered
in the house where she grew up as long as the bank would allow, but
she’d only been putting off the inevitable.

She’d spent her last month there reading everything
she could find on the Internet about Michael Dupree, even paying
the fee to an agency that did criminal-background checks and making
arrangements to head west. Everything she couldn’t pack in her
suitcase or that the bank didn’t claim as collateral was stored in
a unit that rented by the month. She transferred her meager $25,000
into a bank that had branches in Louisiana, had her car serviced,
visited her hairdresser and manicurist, and took Rhett to his
favorite groomer for the last time.

When her time had run out, she turned her
twelve-year-old Lexus onto Interstate 20 for the eight-hour drive
to Jackson, Mississippi, where she and Rhett spent the night before
she drove on to Opelousas, Louisiana.

She had called and made an appointment through
Dupree’s secretary, saying simply that she was new to the area and
had gotten his name from one of his former colleagues.

Now Mae perched nervously on the edge of a chair in
the lobby of Dupree’s law office. She hoped he wasn’t allergic to
animals. The Louisiana heat made it
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