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	Dedication

	To Daddy

	 

	Sorry it took so long.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	



	




	 

	 

	Morning Line

	Horse racing seems made for the movies. Its most prominent stars are the horses: from those precious first moments after birth when they miraculously find the strength and coordination to raise themselves up on those four skinny, wobbling legs to the moment they charge out of a starting gate, running their hearts out for the entertainment and enrichment (or impoverishment) of humans in the stands.

	Some horses run because it’s in their blood and they genuinely want to. Others run simply because the little guy on their back is pounding the crap out of them with that damn leather stick. But the cameras love those big brown eyes, flowing manes, and graceful, nervous prancing, and—if you watch carefully enough—you’ll notice the horses seem to love the camera, too. Many thrive and flourish on the attention of doting grooms and trainers and throngs of adoring fans. Next time you’re at a track, pay special attention during the post-parade to find the horse eyeing the crowd of humans up: that’s the one you want to put your money on because he’s confident enough to look humans in the eye. He’s looking to see if you’re worthy of seeing his awesomeness in action.

	Horse racing co-stars a cast of colorful human characters that even fiction writers would have a hard time making up:

	•      The trainers: wise and clever chess players who try to figure out the best plan to win enough money for the owner to afford the trainer’s bills without running the horse to death.

	•      The owners: those few folks with so much money they decide to throw some away on “the sport of kings” to prove to the world they’re rich enough to do so.

	•      The grooms: dedicated workers taking care of their charges from dawn to dinner every damn day of the week. No one knows those horses better than the grooms. They know if their horses will run well that day by how the horse looks at them that morning. They know it by how the horse kicks at the stall wall—or them. They know it by the smell of the horse’s farts after their breakfast grain. So here’s another little insider tip; if you ever want to make money betting at the races, befriend the grooms.

	But big-time Hollywood scripts rarely focus on those behind-the-scenes workers.

	The characters who usually steal the show at the horse races are the jockeys, those colorfully clad, petite-but-mighty men and women who bravely sit on the backs of the thousand-pound steeds running at nearly forty miles per hour for up to a mile and a half, balancing on two little metal rings while holding two little leather strings.

	What could possibly go wrong—right?

	When these riders aren’t racing, they’re working out to maintain the strength needed to do what they do for up to eight races every day, or they’re scrounging around trying to get more mounts for the next day’s races, or they’re throwing up their breakfast so they make the weight assigned to them for the big race later that day. And when it comes to race time, if the horse wins, it’s the horse’s heart that got them there. When a horse loses, it’s always the jockey’s fault.

	And then there is the supporting cast.

	Many other people in racing help produce the daily magic: from the crew working the starting gate that has to get the high-strung, stoked-up horses into their metal cells and calm them down long enough to bang the gates open and launch them into the task at hand; to the track officials organizing the races and watching to make sure the rules aren’t broken; to the thousands of people who come to watch and gamble and cheer the pretty horses as they thunder down the track to get their nose under that thin little finish wire first; to the spouses of those grooms and trainers and jockeys who have to wonder each night if their loved one is coming home with a paycheck, or with a broken arm, or if they’re coming home at all, just to leave them again in a few hours in the dark of the next morning.

	Cut to a grim, dimly lit office in the track’s business building. The track’s oddsmaker (yes, that’s a real job) sits at a putty colored metal desk working on the morning line odds—calculating how a horse will probably run that day—for tomorrow’s racing program. This person spends hours reviewing past performance statistics, numbers, and even old-fashioned film reels. They compare and contrast those numbers ad nauseam. They check the performance records of trainers and riders and the winning percentages of trainer/owner combinations. They’ll compare how a horse last ran on a fast dry track, a firm turf track, or a sloppy, rain-soaked dirt track. Essentially, the oddsmaker is researching a horse’s chances of winning each race they run in. Ha. Good luck with that, buster. Chance is a bitch.

	But, as we all know, not every story can be a picture-perfect movie with beautiful stars and starlets with shiny white teeth and sparkles in their well-lit eyes. Real life has too many flawed characters with broken plot lines and predictable endings. If we’re being honest, most stories in horse racing are simply about people trying to make a living doing what they love doing. Some were born into it, some chose to enter it, and some balance precariously between the two. This story starts at Kensington Downs, outside Cincinnati, on an otherwise-typical early summer morning.

	 

	 

	



	




	 

	 

	Backside

	Gennie sensed the car stalking her from the moment she walked into the track parking lot. It was easy to hear the tires crunch on the crappy, broken asphalt in the early morning silence. The lot was nearly empty since it was only 4:30 a.m., and it was still dark, real dark, with the only light coming from the widely placed parking light poles. And here she was: a sixteen-year-old girl, alone in a dark, deserted parking lot, with a car following her. She walked this way every day to get to her job as a stable hand for one of Kensington Park’s top trainers, and she could probably walk it with her eyes closed if she needed to. But now was not the time. She decided to pick up the pace and try to cut across the vast lot to get onto the sidewalk where she could make a beeline for the stables if she had to.

	The car sped up and met her pace. The driver’s electric window rolled down, and she heard a male voice say, “Excuse me?”

	She wasn’t sure if most rapists or murderers were polite, but she was, so she turned to try to make eye contact and respond. “Yes?” she said as she kept walking at a crisp pace, just in case. The car (now she could see it was a newer, pretty decent Jeep) kept moving at the same speed. She couldn’t see much in the dark but could tell the driver was a young guy—maybe her age, maybe a little older—and he didn’t give a sketchy vibe at all. Her shoulders relaxed but her brain remained on high alert, and her hand remained tight on her phone.

	“Could you tell me where employees are supposed to park?” he asked, with his elbow leaning out the window.

	“But you’re not an employee,” she stated matter-of-factly.

	“I am starting today,” he said.

	“Who hired you?” Gennie asked as she peeked back at him, trying not to trip over anything while briskly walking. Was she afraid of falling and becoming easy prey to this predator, or simply scared of embarrassing herself in front of the new guy?

	“OK, so you must be in charge of track security?” he asked with a grin she caught on one of her peeks.

	The darkness hid her blushing but she kept her head down, looking at her boots so she wouldn’t see his grin again. “I’m sorry. It’s none of my business. Employees park over there, to the right.” She pointed to the reserved area and kept walking.

	He pulled his car up, still keeping pace with her steps. “Mr. Wayne is letting me do some workouts. My uncle’s a trainer. They worked together a few years back.”

	Rob was Gennie’s boss, too. He hadn’t mentioned a new hire.

	“Why don’t you work for your uncle?” Gennie asked, thinking she had never had a guy follow her in a car before.

	“He decided to move out west. I’ve been working his horses since I was twelve, though. Do I pass the test? Can I come in now?” He grinned, and she couldn’t help but smile back.

	“If you couldn’t, I wouldn’t have told you where to park,” she said as she finally reached and stepped up to the sidewalk to the stables so he couldn’t follow her anymore. She heard the Jeep’s tires crunch away, so she could tell he was driving to the employee parking area. She wondered if he had been flirting—or was she?

	Rob officially introduced them later that morning as he gave the new kid a tour of the track grounds and came across Gennie and her dad, Hank, reading the day’s program in the stands before the crowds started pouring in.

	“Hey guys, this here is Pat Southgate, the nephew of a friend of mine in Kentucky. He’s training to be a rider, and he’s doing some exercising for me,” Rob said. “Pat, these two can teach you everything you need to know about racing and Kensington. This is Hank Harrison, one of the top riders here for about ten years now. Always at or near the top of the leaderboards. And this is his daughter, Gennie. You’ll see her in the barns, too. She’s my star stable hand—when she’s not too busy with school, anyway.” Rob gave her a friendly wink.

	Pat extended his hand first to Hank, then to Gennie, each time saying, “Nice to meet you,” with a hint of a southern accent. Gennie had been correct that morning that he had dark hair and now, in the sunshine, she could see he also had brown eyes. A movie effect might have had them sparkle at this moment.

	Hank eyed the newcomer with concern—obviously just another kid that would steal his morning mounts—but shook his hand anyway. Gennie grinned with embarrassment as she shook his hand. “I’m sorry if I was rude this morning,” she said. “We just don’t get many new people around here.” Did his handshake with Gennie last just a little longer than it had with Hank? Perhaps.

	Pat shrugged and smiled his effortless, contagious smile at her as Hank quickly led Gennie away by the elbow, saying they had to get to lunch. His paternal radar realized immediately that the new kid might be stealing more than just his morning rides.

	And he was right.

	Within days, Pat and Gennie became friends, and within weeks they were inseparable. She watched his transformation from exercise rider to race rider, and she was there to cheer his first victory and to help nurse his first fall. He provided a comforting ear when she needed to vent about her parents’ declining marriage or the lame kids at her school. He had finished high school on an accelerated program back in Louisville (his parents’ only requirement before they would let him leave their house), and he could frequently help her with her homework. Pat became Gennie’s best friend in a life full mostly of older, cigar-smoking men. “Pat and Gennie” was more frequently said by people at the track than either name alone. Pat and Gennie were solidly connected, and everyone knew it. Pat and Gennie seemed to be the real stars of the Kensington show.

	 

	



	




	 

	 

	Love and Marriage

	But hold up: what brought us to this particular place with these characters? Let’s take a moment to watch the flashback reel that explains what brought Mr. Hank Harrison, once a promising young rider with all the skill needed to make it to horse racing’s big time, to a small, mid-America track with much less potential.

	As with most interesting stories, there was a beautiful woman involved.

	Sylvia Honeychurch had a privileged upbringing thanks to her daddy’s national chain of restaurants, but, like most fairytales, her mother died when Sylvia was just a kid. It turns out even big money can’t always fix rare heart conditions when they’re discovered too late. Daddy spared no expense to ease his depression over his wife’s death by accommodating his only child’s love of horses. The handsome and wealthy widower never remarried, despite the flirtations of many gold-digging women around him. Instead, he focused on keeping his wife’s memory alive within their beloved little daughter. Sylvia got the best horses he could buy and the best riding lessons from the top local professionals. Sylvia competed in show jumping and had aspirations of making the Olympic team when, at the tender age of eighteen, she met Hank Harrison at an event at the Kentucky Horse Park. The foster home survivor won her over with his rags-to-riches story, his crystal blue eyes and warm smile, his kiddish enthusiasm for horses (just like her!), and his constant crooning of Sinatra standards. He could find a song for any occasion. “You Make Me Feel So Young” on his birthday. “The Way You Look Tonight” on a romantic dinner date. “I’ve Got You Under My Skin” when he got a rash. Suddenly, all of Sylvia’s ambitions got rerouted into following her new boyfriend’s racing schedule instead of her competition circuit.

	Sylvia’s father was furious that his daughter threw away all the years of training and competing (and all the money he had spent on making that happen) for a “loser older man from the sticks” and threatened her the only way he knew how: to disown her from himself and the family fortune. It seemed crazy now to think that Sylvia was so in love with Hank at that point in her life that she chose him over money, but it must have been the case. Gennie was born earlier than expected, which sealed the family deal: Grandpa was never heard from again. Gennie only knew him by the TV commercials he made as spokesman for the restaurants—cheesy spots of him biting into giant burgers and smiling. A smile she had never seen in person. A grandpa who had never taken her fishing or to a ballgame or for a ride on the riding lawn mower—or whatever grandpas were supposed to do with their grandkids. Gennie didn’t know.

	You can’t miss what you never had. As a little girl, Gennie’s whole world was just her parents, and she felt like the belle of the ball.

	As the saying goes, behind every successful man is a woman. And Hank was indeed successful back then. Sylvia often took the credit for finding him the best opportunities by spotting a good mount when she saw it.

	The scratchy home movies of the 1990s show a happy nuclear family in the winner’s circle. In every shot, Hank Harrison, the handsome and young leading midwestern jockey, was aboard another stakes-winning colt, with the colt’s owner and trainer on one side and Hank’s beautiful wife holding hands with an adorable little pig-tailed Gennie on the other side. The same scene played over in multiple cities: Chicago, Louisville, Saint Louis, Cincinnati, Des Moines … Shiny, happy people.

	But over the years, Sylvia tired of the travel and wanted to stay in one place to develop the connections that well-heeled women want to make. How can you schedule coffee dates when you don’t know what date you’ll be in town?

	So they settled.

	Hank became a regular rider at Kensington Downs outside of Cincinnati. Things started out pretty good. He topped the leading rider boards for the whole last half of the 1990s, and Sylvia got to wine and dine with the wives of other owners and trainers.

	Then the wins started slowing down.

	It wasn’t really concerning at first—a slip down to second, then third, on the leaderboard happens to the best of them. But then Hank went a whole week without a single win. Then a month. He went from being the kid who could talk any mount into winning, to the pretty reliable guy, to the rider who was usually available, to the jock begging for jobs who was willing to take a reduction in the riding fee if it got him the gig.

	Not good, not professional, and definitely not what Sylvia had envisioned for her future.

	Sylvia started to notice a slowdown in her social invitations. There were suddenly fewer returned calls when she’d extend invitations. Then Hank told her they’d have to downsize from their suburban home with a circular driveway and outdoor water feature to an apartment closer to the track, so he could walk to work because, well, they only had one car now since he sold his to one of Rob’s grooms.

	It took less than two decades for Sylvia to start understanding what Daddy had been trying to tell her. It turns out money can buy happiness. Well, to be fair, maybe it’s more like lack of money can’t buy happiness. Sylvia’s coveted climb of the Cincinnati horse racing social ladder turned out to be more of a stepping stool, and even that got kicked away from under her. She was bored, frustrated, and hungry for the life she once had.

	Our pretty socialite felt like she was losing her sparkle. She found herself living a Cinderella story in reverse. It seemed she used all the magic fairy dust on a happy beginning instead of a happy ending. Her prince turned out to be a pauper. Her castle turned into a four-unit apartment building shared with single parents and old geezers who hadn’t planned well for retirement. Her gowns were gathering dust in a box that had yet to be unpacked. There hadn’t been “happy” in her “ever after” for a few years now.

	Some mothers would throw themselves into protecting their offspring and ensuring they were cared for and protected from life’s harsh lessons. They would avoid their worldly woes by snuggling with their babies and making them feel like royalty. They would realize their most prized possession was something that didn’t come with a receipt.

	But Sylvia was the other type of mother, the type that needed to take care of herself first and foremost before she could care for anything else. Like the flight attendants say, “Parents, put on your oxygen mask first before assisting children.” Sylvia put on her oxygen mask but then sat back to reflect on what was causing this pressure loss instead of assisting poor little Gennie.

	Luckily, even by that age, Gennie knew to grab that mask and adjust the airflow to save herself. She was Hank’s daughter, you see.

	Sylvia was finally seeing what Daddy had tried to tell her when she had been too young, too naive, and too stubborn to listen.

	She hated being wrong.

	But she hated not having privilege more.

	Our little socialite started taking those socializing skills outside the home when Gennie and Hank were at the track. Sylvia began visiting places where she got noticed—where people showered her with attention and adoration and where she could win some money to buy her new things that her husband wouldn’t allow anymore. Sylvia became the star of Ohio’s gambling casinos by day. She didn’t realize that she was just one of many sad and lonely women who walked through those doors feeling the same way every day. Those casino employees know how to make every single woman feel like a princess who is to be adored and desired. Every woman was a queen entitled to rule a kingdom and have people wait on her every need. Every woman was to be made to feel special. Even if they definitely were not. 

	



	




	 

	 

	Bug Boy

	During a jockey’s first year of being a jockey, an asterisk goes next to their name in the racing program. Long ago, trackers nicknamed these novice riders “bug boys” because the asterisk looked like a squished bug next to their name in print. Those old guys love to be funny. But the Racing Association felt it was important for the betting public to know that the human steering their betting choice was less experienced than other riders, just in case they knew about how hard it is to steer a thousand pounds of speeding flesh next to several other thousands of pounds of racing flesh in tight traffic. You didn’t want to be around the jocks’ room after a race where a novice made an error that could have brought down another horse or rider. Yeah, novices get schooled right quick because the other riders make sure of it for their own safety.

	On the day of Pat’s first race—a five-horse field of fillies and mares who were at least three years old—his parents were in the audience among a crowd of regulars who were regular enough to recognize that a new name was in the program. Pat was riding Miss Sugar, one of Gennie’s charges from Rob’s barn. She was a docile, obedient bay filly who would do anything for a sugar cube. In the ring, Rob gave Pat the same advice he would have told any rider. He knew this kid was ready, and he wanted to treat him like a professional to make him feel more comfortable.

	“Let her break the way she wants to; she usually likes to jump right to the lead. And that’s fine. Move to the rail if you can. Then just try to keep her relaxed and don’t let her burn out too quick. The race is only six furlongs, so she can go wire to wire if she doesn’t set a pace that’s too excruciating.”

	Pat nodded in understanding, and Rob cupped his hands to hoist Pat’s bended knee up into the saddle of the steady mare. Pat’s face remained calm, but those who knew him best would recognize he was pale. And if you got really close to him, you might see that his hands were grasping the reins so tight there were indents in the skin of his fingers.

	Gennie was on the lead pony that took his mare out to the starting gate. After they passed out of the paddock area, full of bettors sizing up the field and little kids checking out the pretty horses, Gennie looked over to do her own review.

	“You’re not going to puke, are you?” she asked.

	His eyes looked up though his riding helmet remained in the same downward position. “Has that ever happened in a race?”

	“Nope,” she replied, “and it’s not going to today either. The other riders would never let you live that down, so suck it up, buttercup, and ride like a big boy. Miss Sugar is in a good mood today, and I promised her another sugar cube if she’s good to you.” The filly eyed up Gennie as she talked. Her ears were pointed forward, and she had a lively spring in her step.

	Pat forced a slight smile but didn’t speak. This was it. This was when he got to prove that skipping all those childhood invites so he could practice his gymkhana events instead was worth it. This was when he got to prove that riding was more than just a hobby. This was when he got to prove that everything he gave up to be here was for a good reason. No pressure, kid.

	Once they got close to the starting gate, one of the assistant starters walked over to take the lead rope from Gennie to guide Miss Sugar into her stall. Gennie gave Pat a reassuring smile and shouted, “You got this!” Pat nodded. Gennie rode her horse over to the side of the track to watch the break with the outriders who monitored each race on horseback just in case something went wrong. Gennie knew that if Pat could get a clean break out of the gate, he should be good to go. But if he fell off at that initial charge, it would be a long walk back to the jocks’ room.

	As Gennie’s cousin Carl and his crew loaded the rest of the horses into the starting gate, the other riders teased Pat about his first race. But all of them, even Hank, were good-natured about it. They all remembered their first races and knew the light-hearted joking might help the kid get through it.

	The bell clanged, the gates banged open, and the five fillies and mares charged out.

	Pat didn’t fall off.

	Miss Sugar did what Rob said she would: she bounded to the lead and instinctively went for the rail. Pat held on and felt he was in control. There was no one right next to him, but he could tell there were one or two right behind him. He bent his head down further to look under his arms to confirm they were behind him but not moving up. He hollered to Miss Sugar to keep steady, go easy, and oh, what a pretty girl she was. Her ears flickered back and forth, but her eyes remained straight ahead. Pat relaxed and remembered why he loved riding at full gallop: it was the closest to flying a man could get.

	They made the final turn, and Miss Sugar saw the end in sight. That final straight stretch was fun. And the crowd cheering was exciting. And maybe that girl with the sugar cube was up ahead. The little guy on her back wasn’t as mean as other riders she’d had. Miss Sugar put it into the next gear and surged forward.

	Pat looked under his arm to see behind him and was amazed to see those other two horses further behind him than before. He hoped he wasn’t pushing Miss Sugar too hard, but then realized he had forgotten to use his whip.

	That nice little filly went wire to wire, and Pat would forever have bragging rights that he won the first race he rode.

	Gennie knew that Rob gave him that mount because it would be an easy one. Rob was that kind of guy. But she would never tell Pat that. She knew it was better for him to believe it was all him who made the magic happen. Confidence and experience are the two primary tools for having a safe ride. Luck plays a role, too, but no man can control that, try as they might.

	Gennie rode over to catch the cantering winning filly, gave Pat a high five, and reached into her pocket to give Miss Sugar not just one but a handful of sugar cubes. She looked at Pat, who was still pale but had his full-blown smile out now.

	“You better wipe that grin off your face before the other riders see it. You’re going to be dead to them now,” she advised. She knew they were kind to newcomers until they got better than them. With Pat, that was going to start much sooner than most.

	That year, Pat took Kensington by storm with the best riding record of any bug boy in recent memory. He often rode six out of eight daily races, usually winning at least one. He pulled in a pretty good salary for an eighteen-year-old. Most of the old-timers resented Pat with his hotshot record and luck. “He hasn’t paid his dues,” said people like Carl. “He won’t be so hot when his first losing streak comes.” They didn’t trust a good-looking youngster who came out of nowhere to conquer their home turf. To trainers, though, Pat was a rider who could get their horses to win. He was a reliable worker who had good hands and a calm disposition. To Gennie, he was the only friend under thirty years old she had. 

	 

	



	

	 

	 

	Lady Luck Takes a Leave of Absence

	After nearly a year of Hank’s dismal winning record, only the oldest trainers gave him work for a small fee. Those guys wouldn’t abandon a fellow old-timer when his luck was off. They knew that Lady Luck takes turns with people in horse racing, and if you didn’t help the guy at the bottom, your turn could be next. But most of the younger owners and trainers paid more attention to statistics than superstition. Most of the cocky younger riders were quick to tell Hank his days were numbered. Pat, of course, was not among those guys. He tried to help Hank when he could, referring trainers to him when Pat wasn’t available to take an offered mount. Pat’s efforts were usually in vain. But at least he tried.

	Gennie spent every day at the races trying to be her dad’s biggest cheerleader or, more accurately, often his only cheerleader. On this particular gloomy early spring day, Gennie wasn’t feeling it.

	What’s it going to be this time, Dad? Second by a nose? Last by a mile? Or fifth place—just one spot away from bringing in a share of the purse? She hated when her thoughts went to dark places as she watched her father ride, despite her best mental attempts to remain positive. She noticed that she had to have these internal battles more often in recent days.

	“Here they come!” A little girl wearing a pink “I love horses” T-shirt was next to Gennie, jumping up and down and clapping and hollering with delight as she watched the horses race into the home stretch. Gennie momentarily looked away from the horses to smile at the girl’s excitement and wonder if she had ever been so young. Gennie closed her eyes to capture the mental snapshot of the excited youngster and made a silent vow to keep optimistic about Hank’s career.

	But the crowd’s intensifying roar made her turn her attention back to the track. The first three horses raced neck and neck for the finish line. Their jockeys were shouting, standing in their stirrups with their arms pumping to encourage—or threaten—their horses to get to that wire first. The three leaders crossed under it within noses of each other. The bright orange PHOTO FINISH letters lit up the jumbotron, and the crowd groaned in unified impatience.

	While most of the crowd quickly turned from the rail to debate with their companions who won, or to go to the paddock to check out the next race’s entries, or to grab a beer at the concession stand, Gennie stayed watching the track from the side rail. She was the still and silent black-and-white actress in sharp focus in an art film, surrounded by swirling blurred colors and a cacophony of noise. She waited for the race’s sixth and final horse and his jockey to finally cross the finish line, twelve long lengths behind those three motivated leaders. She sighed loudly and finally looked away.

	It was the seventh race of the day and another humiliating loss for her dad.

	The little girl in pink who had brought her a momentary smile was gone, as was Gennie’s new pledge to herself. So much for remaining positive.

	She decided to go home early.

	She walked through the ticket-littered grandstand past the hundreds of strangers whose eyes were locked on the monitors replaying the finish in slow motion. She kept her head low and her eyes on her weathered riding boots as they crossed the stained floors into the public paddock area. Grooms were already walking the horses for the next race around and around the big, shaded circle, whispering gently to their high-strung charges to keep them calm. A few serious gamblers were there, astutely eyeing up the contenders to see who was most likely to defy big odds and earn them some rent money.

	Gennie dipped under the crossing gate to walk right through the paddock, careful not to make eye contact with any of the grooms in the ring. It was near impossible for her to walk anywhere on the Kensington grounds without knowing someone. But she didn’t feel like talking today. Instead, she had to think of ways to help Hank get out of his slump.

	Despite her best efforts to be unseen, she heard someone say, “Over a hundred now?”

	She nodded her glum acknowledgment to the trainer and kept walking. Damn it. Of course, they were keeping track of Hank’s losses, probably in a betting pool among employees. How many races would Hank go without a win? Damn, someone was going to win a lot of money one day. But what day?

	Once beyond the paddock stalls, Gennie had a clear shot from the parking lot to the walkway that led her through the rows of stables. She nodded to the security gate worker, keeping her head down so he wouldn’t notice the rare tear running down her cheek, and crossed over to the public sidewalk for the final blocks leading to their apartment building.

	Once safely beyond the track grounds, she started to think of how to avoid her mom when she got home. Sylvia would no doubt pounce on her for news of the day: did Hank win any? Did he at least place in any races, so they might get a little bonus? Did he fall and die so she could at least cash in the life insurance policy?

	Sylvia was not the kindest of women. And today, Gennie just wasn’t in the mood to tolerate her.

	Gennie knew Sylvia would be all over her as soon as she opened the door. Then, when she’d hear it was just another day of losses, she’d go back to watching her soap operas or court TV or QVC, or painting her nails, or whatever the hell she did all day while Hank and Gennie were at the track working. She wouldn’t ask Gennie how her day was, how she was holding up, or if she wanted a snack before dinner. Gennie was pretty sure Sylvia longed for money so that she could have hired nannies to do the work she was supposed to. Instead, she let most of the parenting responsibilities fall on Hank. He wasn’t great at it either, but when Gennie thought back to late-night homework sessions or parent-teacher conferences, it was always Hank who was by her side.

	Gennie had learned quickly to be independent of her parents. By the time she was twelve, she was hanging out in the track’s backstretch, picking up stable work from any of the trainers who had watched her grow up and treated her like their own family. If she wasn’t at the track, she was in her room, avoiding her parents’ constant arguments by reading racing magazines or watching national races on TV.

	This afternoon could have been a scene from one of Sylvia’s soap operas.

	The first thing Gennie noticed when she opened the apartment door was the silence that greeted her. Their apartment was never void of the noise of the TV her mom usually had blaring. Not only was there no TV noise, but there was also no hollering from Sylvia asking how the hell Hank did today. Just silence: surprising, peaceful silence.

	The second thing Gennie noticed was the note hanging dramatically from the hall ceiling light with wrapping paper ribbon. She should have made a noose for it, Gennie thought as she tore it down. Gennie held the note in her hands and looked around the living room, trying to decide what to do next. Her eyes stopped on the old, rusted horseshoe carefully mounted on the wall, facing upward, to hold in good luck for the family. She sighed out loud for the second time that afternoon as her head spun with options. She almost didn’t open the note. She knew what it would say. But she knew she would have to read the actual words to tell Hank.

	Gennie opened the carefully folded note. It was in Sylvia’s handwriting, unusually elegant for someone who always seemed so frantic and anxious. Sylvia wrote about the things she usually complained about: Hank’s lack of ambition; Hank’s inability to understand her needs and, heaven forbid, ever try to meet them; Hank’s inevitable contentment regardless of their income; etc. And Bruce. She raved about Bruce, her new boyfriend. Bruce was a guy Sylvia had met at the Indian casino and had made no secret about it from the start. According to the note, Bruce was energetic, resourceful, and exciting. Gennie had hoped Sylvia was using Bruce to make Hank understand she could leave him if things didn’t improve. In fact, Gennie thought Bruce was fictitious, a fantasy Sylvia invented to taunt Hank. But Gennie must have been wrong—he
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