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            A NOTE TO THE READER

          

        

      

    

    
      Horse Of The Year takes place immediately after the body of All The Best Things, but before its epilogue.

      

      The Good Things Come Series is set in the world of North American Thoroughbred racing, which has its own vocabulary. If you’re unfamiliar with this world, there’s a glossary of terms at the end of the book. Feel free to point out any that I’m missing!

      

      In 2023, following the death of Queen Elizabeth II in September 2022, the Queen’s Plate returned to being called the King’s Plate to reflect the new British Monarch, King Charles III, but this story takes place before the change came into effect.
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      It was as if she were part of a Munnings painting — a landscape of pale blues and greens, the horses various earth tones — except everything moved and breathed, nothing was static. Marshmallow clouds drifted, manes and tails flowed, riders’ caps and jackets infused vibrant strokes of hue.

      Coming up to the gallop, Liv’s horse was eager like he’d never been before — his ears pricked, a solid weight on the bit with a serious case of the fear of missing out. As the first flight of horses took off before him, she adjusted her reins. Don’t you worry, big horse, you’ll get yours too.

      Waiting for one more horse to go, she let him barge ahead, locked into her crossed lines, her weight balanced against his strength. It would be no contest if he decided to blow off her tenacious hold, but he contained the beast he was growing into because he was still, in his heart, a gentleman. Lucky for her.

      The big chestnut beneath her fit in despite his North American background, and she, too, felt she’d found the place she was supposed to be. Like until now, her life had been good, but not quite right. Here, it all aligned — the supple stretching and contracting of her mount’s powerful muscles resonating with their surroundings. This was where the Thoroughbred had originated, after all: Newmarket, England.

      When she pulled Just Jay up at the end of the gallop, endorphins flooded her, every cell in her body alive from the thrill. She realized she was smiling, aware the slight ache in her face mimicked the one in her arms and core and legs. A good feeling. She probably had bugs in her teeth.

      Her peace was short-lived.

      “He looks brilliant, but he’s not going to beat the horses over here,” the man on the horse next to her said with a grin that dominated his face.

      Gone were the days of feeling justified in ignoring such assaults on her solitude. Though, as assaults went, she could do — and had done — much worse than Rory Anderson.

      It still took a second, like the click of a call being connected overseas, for her brain to adjust to his accent. She didn’t have to concentrate as carefully as she had when she’d first encountered the Scottish head lad, but it had only been a few days. Liv had been tempted to let herself revert to her own native French Canadian accent — one she’d carefully schooled herself away from when she’d first attended high school in Ontario — just for the fun of it. It might have made for more of a fair fight when it came to comprehension, or lack thereof.

      Liv controlled her mouth, relaxing her facial muscles so just the edges of her lips tipped upward. “You think I brought him across the pond to play tourist?”

      “Why not?” Rory said, cheekiness lighting up his face. “It is beautiful here.”

      It certainly was, but she rolled her eyes. She hadn’t decided if this was just his natural state, or if he was flirting and she was still too oblivious to see it. She was painfully slow picking up on such cues. Did it matter? He could flirt all he wanted, but nothing was going to come of it.

      If Liv let herself overthink it — something she did far too well — she’d convince herself it was too much. Too ambitious. But every day Jay dragged her up the gallops, Liv’s body taxed to its limit, he fed her confidence. We belong. We’re up for this challenge. We’re here to prove them wrong.

      Walking back to the yard, she rode Jay with a light fist on the knot, the thick twist of leather filling her hand as the other rested on her thigh. Jay’s head pulsed in time with his purposeful stride, the fiery lick of his mane lifting and falling with it. She pulled out her phone and took a short video, then posted it with only hashtags for a caption:

      #Newmarket #JustJay #justdoit

      Tuning out the conversation around her, lads and lasses tossing banter back and forth, she let herself blend into the landscape again.

      Jay had no issue with the things ‌most North American horses would find challenging about Newmarket: the undulating terrain, the long uphills. Liv had her sister Emilie to thank for that. This time last year Emilie had pulled Jay out of the paddock he’d been decorating since recuperating from an injury the previous winter. Em had thrown a saddle on him and started hacking him about the rolling hills of the farm at home in Canada. After weeks turned to months — those long walks becoming trot and gallop sets — Jay had emerged sounder and stronger than ever, convincing them he deserved another shot at racing.

      Running him in the Dubai World Cup in March had been a lofty choice — and maybe a little insane — but the horses she conditioned were becoming known for thriving on crazy. Chique, the first to have Liv Lachance’s name listed as trainer in the program, had brought her own crazy to the table. Just Jay — a sane, gentle, giant — needed Liv to invite the madness of putting him on a plane to the Middle East after only two comeback races: one a small-time marathon stakes event in Ontario, the other not even a win, though the prize on the line had been significant. That madness had exposed his greatness, so why not come here? Newmarket, the land of his forebears, where the racehorses that would become known as the Thoroughbred had been bred, honed, and refined. Local stock crossed with the magic conjured in Dubai. Desert secrets breathed into the blood and bone of the Arabian stallions credited with being the founders of the breed.

      Now, on this hallowed ground, they’d chase the next honour. She’d thought Dubai was the pinnacle, but while the experience and massive purse had been humbling, their target here was all about prestige.

      Ascot, where royalty presided.

      After putting Jay back in his box, Liv rode out on some of the other horses in the yard to help. In return, she received a mix of gratitude and suspicion. The lads and lasses didn’t quite know what to think of her, this reserved North American trainer who worked alongside them. Maybe trainers in the UK only watched the gallops in their Land Rovers, like in Dick Francis novels.

      Rory seemed the only one who rolled with it, regularly poking her with his questions. He stood outside the door of the box as she picked Jay’s feet once all the horses had been trained, his arms crossed. Why wasn’t he doing his own work? Maybe her willingness to help gave him too much free time.

      “Do you think you’re doing this horse justice, putting a rider on him who doesn’t know the course? Someone who hasn’t a clue how things are done over here?”

      She met Rory’s eyes briefly before asking for the next foot. “I think given the choice of a mediocre British jock versus one of the top riders in North America, it’s only logical to go with the latter.”

      His lips twisted, eyes alight. “I think you might find you’d have the option of some of the less mediocre riders. Wouldn’t have anything to do with your rider being married to you, would it?”

      It didn’t, actually. Hadn’t she given Nate Miller the mount on the horse she’d dreamed would win her the Queen’s Plate because it was the right thing to do? She wasn’t sure they’d even been friends back when Chique had started her career. Cautious allies, maybe, pointedly avoiding the threat of feelings. Their status may have changed — significantly — but her pragmatism had not.

      “Nate’s been on the horse for every start. Gallops him daily at home,” she responded. “If I’m not riding myself, there’s no one I trust more.”

      “Ah, but there’s what should really happen. It should be you.”

      Liv tried to keep her smile benign when his comment brought out that latent longing in her heart. She loved the animals regardless of her role, and enjoyed training, but never would it call to her like riding races — and now and then she let her mind play with that idea. Imagine it. Run off with it.

      Who she was — who she had been — was not a secret. The injury that had interrupted her vocation as a jockey had not been career-ending, but circumstances had stepped in to divert her focus. She’d never intended for it to be forever. But as tempting as it would be to step in, to say she’d ridden at Ascot — because what would make this adventure even more amazing than getting to ride over that course — she couldn’t do that to Nate. He’d won with Jay in Dubai. He deserved to be up on Saturday.

      “Maybe next year,” was all she said.

      Maybe by next year Roger, the trainer for whom she’d taken over last fall, would decide it was time to come back.

      Or maybe by next year they’d find a new trainer, someone more qualified than her.

      Next year, Léa, the filly waiting in the wings on whom Liv’s future dreams rested, would be two. And Liv would ride Léa. That was just how it had to be.

      “They could invite me to ride in the Shergar Cup,” she offered. Had she watched the international jockey challenge wondering if one day she could be there, a Canadian representative on the women’s team? Of course she had. “Next year.”

      Thankfully, Rory wandered away to do something more important than interrupt her time with Jay. Because while galloping was the rush, grooming the big horse and catering to his legs afterward was the counterpoise. It soothed her. The old-time books called it “ministering,” but she felt it benefited her as much as the horse, this quiet communing.

      Today’s Just Jay was transformed from the horse who had won the big race in Dubai, that version of the chestnut soft in comparison. Running her hands over every inch of him, she could feel his fitness as well as see it, the final dusting with her rub rag bringing out the rich copper sheen of his coat. He was lean, his body cut to perfection. She understood now, that before this, she’d been easy on him, too cautious. Afraid to break him.

      They’re babied these days.

      The voice of her mentor, Geai Doucet, flowed clearly into her mind. He’d been gone four years, but in moments like this she felt him as close as the delicate medallion he’d once given her — always tucked safely under her shirt, her hand automatically touching it through the fabric. It came with the pang of loss, but more often these days it bolstered her, making her want to be a trainer he’d be proud of.

      Was the way they trained horses in North America really responsible for so many of them falling apart, and not how they were bred, as Geai had suggested? Liv didn’t think it was that simple — there were too many variables — but if there was a way to do things better, she owed the horses, and the horsewoman Geai had molded her to be, to consider that piece of the puzzle.

      She left the stall reluctantly, Jay poking his head over the half-door like a kid’s pony, hoping for one last treat. Obligingly, Liv dug into her pocket for the roll of candy. Polo mints, of course. They were in England, after all. She’d read her pony books. Liv tapped Jay lightly between the nostrils as he inhaled the mint, softer than the candies they bought at the bulk store in Canada. English mints, to be exact, which made her wonder why the pony girls didn’t feed those.

      “Maybe tonight you’ll let me buy you a drink to thank you for your help.”

      Liv was so wrapped up in her horse, she jumped at the sound of Rory’s voice. He wore that usual grin, sparked with mischief.

      She turned from Jay and held up her left hand to give Rory a royal wave — which was more of an obvious gesture to show him that she still wore the same white-gold band she’d had on each day — no longer hidden under riding gloves, its accompanying diamond sparkling in the sun. Liv had balked about wearing a ring after Nate had proposed, worried, because riding horses, broken fingers were a real possibility and it might have to be cut off if that happened. But here especially, it was an asset. Not that a wedding ring put off every man.

      “Or, maybe not,” she said, grinning back before walking away, tossing a light, “See you later!” over her shoulder.

      Another great thing about this place? The commute, a short walk to her accommodations in the centuries-old town. It gave her time to think — as if she didn’t have enough of that right now.

      Since Jay’s win in Dubai, it had been on her mind to come here, but it hadn’t been a snap decision. They could have stayed on their home continent, popped into tracks across North America for the big purses; taken him back to California, where he’d been injured, like there was redemption to be had.

      But Roger Cloutier, who had trained her father’s horses before Liv had taken over late last year, had left her with words that continuously replayed in her head. This horse will take you places.

      She might never have a horse like this again, so if Jay was up to it, so was she. Seize the day. Go big or go home. Insert cliché of choice here. If you don’t take risks, you don’t drink champagne.

      And Jay seemed to love the adventure as much as Liv did. Nothing ruffled him. It was easy to feed off his confidence. Doubt might creep in when she was back in the flat she’d rented for the duration of her stay, its quiet corners calling her out, but as soon as she was on the big chestnut again, they fled like so many birds scattered by a playful dog.

      She already asked herself the question: what next? But she had less choice in that than she’d like. Because after winning in Dubai, negotiations had begun with a stud farm in Kentucky, and any syndicate was going to demand he run in the Breeders’ Cup Classic to cement his appeal as a stallion. Not exactly a hardship — how could she complain about finally having a horse for the Breeders' Cup? But there would be no chasing other whims, like the Prix de l’Arc de Triomphe in France. She’d have to save that one for another superstar, should she be favoured with such a horse again. All the more reason to cherish this experience.

      It hadn’t really been a surprise she’d fallen in love with this place, had it? She’d felt as if she’d been born with the innate predisposition, nurtured by reading too many of those Dick Francis novels as a teen. Dubai had been fun, but when it was over, she’d been ready to leave. Newmarket? She’d stay here forever.

      Liv loved how they did things here. She’d never be able to train horses this way at home. And after this race, the syndication — a lucrative deal that would see Just Jay stand as a stallion at a fancy Kentucky farm next year — would fall into place. And with that, even before Jay retired, she would lose a portion of her control. She had to accept that, but couldn’t deny it concerned her.

      As she unlocked the flat’s door, the ring of her phone interrupted her rumination, and she pulled the device from her pocket to check the caller. Her father. Liv’s heart catapulted out of its steady rhythm.

      “Papa?” she answered, vocal cords tight.

      “Everything is fine,” he said quickly, tone soothing, clearly catching her worry. “How are you doing?”

      “Great,” she said, dropping onto the couch now that he’d assuaged her fears. “Jay’s training brilliantly.”

      She gushed briefly about her experience so far. Her father wasn’t concerned with social media, so wouldn’t see the photos and video she shared on Instagram. Then she paused, waiting for him to get to the reason for his call. Probably just to share travel plans for the race — Liv hoped he wasn’t going to tell her he and her mother couldn’t make it.

      “I’ve been talking with Triumph,” he began. The farm heading the syndicate for Jay. “They’re pushing to finalize the agreement before the weekend.”

      “Of course they are,” she said. “Because if he wins, they’ll have to fork out that much more, won’t they?”

      “There’s something else, Olivia.”

      No one but her parents used her full given name — except Nate when he dropped it into a song — and it made Liv sit up.

      “After the King George IV and Queen Elizabeth, they’re pushing to send Jay to an American trainer.”

      Someone may as well have slammed her in the chest.

      “To take him to the Breeders’ Cup.” Her voice was flat. Because she was good enough to get the horse this far, but too inexperienced to win the Classic? Except she was sure it wasn’t her inexperience they were afraid of. It was her fascination with less conventional ways of doing things, running off on little side trips when there were perfectly fine races on home soil.

      “I’m not prepared to close the deal before Saturday,” her father stated.

      Liv exhaled, but it only relieved some of the strain. Because his but, however unspoken, rang loud and clear.

      Her father had never verbalized pressure. He knew horses, knew racing. Anything can happen. But this news shifted the stakes.

      Winning on Saturday would go miles toward improving the argument that Jay should stay with her. If he came up short, it was completely possible that if her father refused this condition, they might lose the deal.

      No one could ever accuse Claude Lachance of being only about money. He legitimately cared about the horses and what was best for them. But they were talking millions here, funds they could invest back into the farm that would make an enormous difference for a small operation like her father’s Triple Stripe Stables.

      “I know you’ll do whatever you feel is right,” she said into the silence that had stretched over the ocean.

      “Let’s wait until Saturday and see what happens.”

      “Thanks for calling, Papa.”

      Liv disconnected, a heaviness replacing the levity she’d felt earlier. She was grateful her father had never been one to keep things from her, but she wasn’t telling Nate. He needed to go into the race expecting to be successful, not needing to be because something huge depended on it.

      The real world had caught up with her. She’d feared losing control, but she hadn’t thought it might mean losing Jay completely.
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      Nate showed up at five AM, because that’s when he and Liv always arrived at the track. She was that kind of trainer; or maybe it was more that she’d never really accepted she was the trainer at all and still acted like that horse-girl owner’s daughter he’d first gotten to know five years ago, back when she’d just finished her third year of vet school. 

      That spring, they’d both galloped for Triple Stripe’s private trainer, Roger Cloutier, once her father’s horses were back from wintering in Florida. But she’d been there as early as the grooms, insisting on being the one to care for her favourite, Claire — just like she’d insisted on starting the filly the previous September, when that was the job she’d hired Nate to do. Like a normal exercise rider, in those days Nate rarely got there before five-thirty, ready for his first mount to go out when the track opened at six. So now, like then, he could have stayed in bed another forty-five minutes, if bed was a place he wanted to be. Which it was not, at the moment.

      Jo, the assistant trainer, had been here since four-thirty, as had the two grooms, Michel and Sue, so even coming at five Nate felt like a slacker. He called the ritual ‘Morning’ to Jo as he walked past the first two stalls, which housed the horses she cared for on top of her other duties. Michel and his girlfriend, Sue, had four each, while the swing groom picked up the stable pony. 

      Or that’s how it was supposed to go. Sue had the baby now, and there was no daycare on the Woodbine backstretch, so the kid was parked in a carrier in the tack room, Sue half-distracted — or mostly distracted — running around with a baby monitor receiver on her hip. Marie, the swing groom, was the godsend in the middle of this, filling in the cracks, doing whatever needed to be done. Sue should’ve been taking time off because the backstretch was no place to raise a baby, but she’d asked to stay. This was their dysfunctional track family now. 

      Before Nate reached the tack room, he heard the baby fussing, so he waved Sue off, ducking in and scooping the kid up.

      “What’s up Leo?” 

      He grinned at the baby’s expression as he held Leo at arms’ length, open-mouthed wonder replacing the scrunched-up face that had greeted him, then shifted the baby to his hip. The kid had Michel’s dark hair and brown eyes, and Nate wondered whether he’d take after his father on the personality side too — though Michel had mellowed considerably with his new responsibility. Nate hadn’t much liked the guy when they’d first met, but now Michel was a little less brash, a little more serious. Came with the territory, probably. Nate didn’t expect to find that out himself. Liv was non-negotiable on having kids.

      The same, ancient radio hung in the tack room’s doorway, blaring the same, terrible pop music it always had. Jo’s domain, Jo’s music.

      “Sorry, kid,” Nate apologized, then began to sing along to a top-forty hit that had somehow infiltrated his brain. It would be stuck in his head for the rest of the morning until he purged it on the drive home.

      Sue dashed in, the blonde ponytail that had surely started out tight slipping so strands fell loose around her face. She tossed the rub rag she was carrying over her shoulder and reached for the baby. 

      “Thanks, Nate. Michel has Cam ready to go for you. Marie’s putting the bridle on Reba. Nicole’s already up on Kiss.”

      “Great,” he said, pressing on his helmet and grabbing his stick from the corner. He stepped onto the shed.

      Can’t Catch Me stalked around the corner next to Michel, and just the sight of the big bay colt made Nate tired. If there had been a choice in the matter, this would not be the horse he’d select for his first mount of the day.

       He glanced at Michel when the groom brought the colt to a halt in front of him, the shadows created by the dim overhead lights accentuating Michel’s sharp features and the darkness under his eyes. Nate checked over the tack, even though there was never anything wrong with it, because he wasn’t about to give up the habit. By the look of him, Michel had been up half the night with the kid. There wouldn’t be enough caffeine in the world to make up for that, so it wasn’t impossible the groom might have missed some loose stitching on a stirrup leather or billet strap. Cam was enough of an adventure to gallop without a tack malfunction. 

      “Don’t skimp on the leg up, Mike,” he said once he gathered the lines and psyched himself for the launch.

      Nate didn’t wait for Marie and Nicole once he was on. Cam couldn’t be trusted around the fillies, so the big colt trained alone. Somewhere to the east the sun was rising, but it struggled to do more than make the grey sky slightly less dull — the haze in the atmosphere unsettling, smoke from out west migrating to Ontario. With the poor air quality, a concern for horses and humans, he was glad they weren’t racing today. Thankfully, the wildfires ravaging Alberta weren’t anywhere close to his parents in Calgary, but it made him hurt for his home province, and reminded him of his fears that something was not quite right with his mom and dad.

      Cam was an excellent distraction. The three-year-old required Nate’s full attention both to keep him out of trouble and to hold him back from going too fast. Coming up to a race, Nate didn’t want to be the one everyone blamed for messing up the colt’s training schedule. In his last start, Cam had dead-heated for second in the Queen’s Plate — the country’s most famous race — and the first jewel of the Canadian Triple Crown. On Tuesday, Cam had a rematch with the Plate winner, Big Sensation, in the second jewel — the Prince of Wales Stakes. Nate knew Cam had it in him to beat that horse, he just hadn’t figured out how to drag that ability out consistently.

      On the walk back from the main track, he tried to nail down the mood even Cam hadn’t been able to dislodge. Admit it, Miller. It’s resentment. 

      He resented Michel and Sue bringing the kid to the backstretch, and it wasn’t because of the logical argument that this was no place for a baby. He didn’t want to admit how much he loved having Leo around, or be reminded almost daily of the one thing he’d given up by being with Liv.

      He resented his brother Tim finally getting both his hockey career and his feelings for Liv’s younger sister, Emilie, sorted out — because when Nate went back home at the end of the morning, it was to all that happy, making Liv’s absence more obvious. 

      He resented Liv being in England with Jay, without him. Which wasn’t fair, because it had to be this way. It was probably a good sign he missed her, counted the minutes until he’d see her again, but it didn’t mean he was pleased about the arrangement. 

      Before he left the barn to get on the horses his agent had lined up for him to breeze, Nate took a moment, because without fail Cam sapped him and there was no energy drink potent enough to top him up. Nicole and Marie would get the rest of the Triple Stripe string out, while he did his job working horses for other trainers. Horses that, in most cases, he'd ride in races in the afternoons. Only sheer mind over matter got him to the next place, up on his next mount. Right now it all felt like going through the motions, but he’d been doing it long enough he hoped no one could tell. 

      At the end of the morning, he collapsed on the couch in the office and called overseas. Long distance charges were a business expense when Jo left him to update Liv on how the horses had trained. 

      “Where are you?” he asked, indistinct sounds on the other end of the line.

      “Just got back to the flat after feeding,” she said.

      “What are you wearing?”

      Her laugh was low — and very far away. “No, Miller.”

      “Fine,” he grumbled, then asked instead, “How’s the big horse?”

      “Even better than yesterday.” There was satisfaction in her tone, the assurance that this had been a good idea; her cheer directly proportional to his grumpiness. “How’d training go today?”

      He updated her on the Woodbine string, one by one — from Cam giving him the usual hard time, to Trop, whose castration a couple of weeks ago seemed to be having the desired effect. The new gelding was more serious about his job and not trying to eat the hotwalker daily. Then Nate passed on reports on the ones Marie and Nicole rode. There was rarely anything new, but he was glad he had this excuse to speak with her. Liv probably could have gone days without conversing with him otherwise. 

      “How are the kids?” she asked. 

      Obviously, she meant Emilie and Tim. “Nauseating.”

      Liv laughed. “That’s your fault.”

      “Is it really, though? I think this setup was a group effort.”

      “You might be right.” 

      “It’s like now that they’re on the same page, you’d think they’ve been together all along. It took us years to figure it out.” 

      “It did not,” she protested.

      He snorted. “I’m sorry? Three years anyway.”

      “But who’s looking backwards?”

      “That’s my girl.” He grinned at the phone. “Going to the pub tonight?”

      “No,” she said. “Much to Rory’s chagrin.”

      He wondered if she realized how grateful he was that she didn’t even try to toy with him, make him jealous. “We’ll go when I’m there, just to say we did. I want to meet this Rory guy.”

      “You will. What’s that book you love say? He’s mostly harmless.” 

      Ah, The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, which also reminded Nate not to panic. This separation was temporary, and Liv was not tempted by the guy with the Scottish accent that would take most women out at the knees. “Like you know what harmless looks like.”

      “Hey!” She sounded mildly affronted. “Though you may be right, because that’s probably what I thought of you.”

      “And look what happened.” 

      “I knew you were high danger from the start.”

      He forgot he was in the office at the track, closing his eyes as his breath caught, because she’d done that subtle thing with her voice that once he would have thought she was totally unaware of — a rare raw note to her words. Given she was on the other side of the Atlantic at the moment, it was almost cruel. Could he head to the airport right now? See you in eight hours.

      “Miller?” she said, pulling him back to reality.

      He gave his head a shake, refocusing. “So what will you do tonight instead?”

      “Read. It’s been nice not to have distractions.”

      “I interfere with your reading, do I?”

      “Often.”

      There it was again, with one simple statement. He had to force himself to stand, reach for the door. “Okay. I’d better go. I miss you.”

      “Miss you too, Miller. It won’t be long.”

      She hung up first, and he listened to dead air for a beat before pulling the phone from his ear. She was eager to get back to her reading. He, on the other hand, faced the part of the day he hated: the part where he went back to the farm alone. Emilie and Tim didn’t count. Their existence now as a couple nullified his ability to rely on either of them for companionship.

      He needed to do what he could to prolong his departure, so he went looking for Jo.

      “How’s Liv?” Jo asked when he found her in the feed room, preparing the horses’ lunch. 

      “Good. Here, let me do that.” He picked up the bucket of feed and accepted the scoop Jo handed him. “What’s our plan for Prince of Wales day?”

      “You’re bringing down the truck and trailer?” Jo asked, hands on hips, looking slightly as if she didn’t know what to do next because Nate had disrupted her routine.

      He nodded. “I’ll bring it in the morning and catch a ride down with Em and Tim. Are there silks down there, or do we have to take them?”

      “I’ll call today and check,” she said.

      The horses were rumbling, wondering what the holdup was. Nate called, “I’m coming!” 

      Michel flipped the feed tub hanging on the door as Nate approached with a full scoop at the ready; Cam’s head popping over the gate then disappearing, as Michel unsnapped the screen to hang the tub in the corner of the stall. Nate wished the groom would go clean his halters or something instead of being helpful so this task would last a while longer — even if the horses appreciated the more efficient service. Michel followed him all the way down the line. 

      Once he returned the bucket to the feed room — sure, now go clean your halters, Mike — Nate picked up a rake. The grooms kept the area in front of their stalls neat because both Liv and Jo were insistent on it, but now that no horses were walking around, the sandy aisle needed its daily maintenance. If the job of levelling the dirt wasn’t done each day, it became a rutted nightmare and fixing it was backbreaking. Michel hated the task, because nine times out of ten, it landed on him. Nate didn’t mind doing it, maybe because he hardly ever got to anymore.

      “Nice work, Miller,” Michel quipped, rag in hand as he buffed a brass halter plate. “I don’t see why you can’t do this every day before you go to the jock’s room.”

      “Where’s the laser level, Mike?” Nate joked. “It’s perfection.” 

      Grabbing the fan rake, he strode to the far end to start the final back-and-forth touch of a herringbone pattern. When he finished, it really was a thing of beauty. He didn’t want to ruin it, so he slipped outside and walked to the office across the lawn instead. Let someone else bear the guilt of being the first to leave footprints on the pristine surface. 

      Even climbing into the Porsche wasn’t the same without Liv there to argue over who was going to drive home. Nate sat there trying to figure out what music he wanted and opted instead for the randomness of the local alternative station, afraid his own music would contribute to his funk.

      When he was almost home, he stopped at Triple Shot Café. Faye Taylor’s eyebrows, always threaded to perfection, lifted as she caught his arrival over the shoulder of a customer. As the man left, Nate nodded in passing.

      “You look like you’re feeling sorry for yourself,” Faye said, the way one side of her lips crimped giving away her complete lack of sympathy. “What can I get you for that?”

      If they hadn’t once had a relationship that had ended in flames, Nate would have thought the comment suggestive. Now, though, Faye — Liv’s best friend — was happily ensconced in a relationship with his best friend Will. Funny how things worked out. 

      “Surprise me,” he suggested.

      “Hmmm. We’ll start with a cappuccino, that goes without saying.” She began setting up the espresso machine. “What’s it been, two days since Liv left? You already look like shit. How are you going to be by the end of the week?”

      He smirked. “I can always count on you to give it to me straight.”

      She placed the white cup and saucer on the counter and picked out a butter tart, taking the time to microwave it briefly. “Better stick with the trusted and true in times like this.”

      He lifted the cappuccino and wandered to a nearby table — another tactic to Not Go Home — and she followed with the tart when it was ready, pulling out a chair to sit with him. 

      “To what do I owe this honour?” Two years after the fact, the two of them were long past the antagonism of a fresh breakup, but the lack of a to-go cup and the extra care of heating the tart were gestures above and beyond. 

      “I can be nice,” Faye said. “Liv’s loving it over there, obviously. The photos she’s posting are fabulous. You know, if you’re into the whole international racehorse scene.”

      Liv toned down her excitement when she spoke to him, Nate was aware of that, but she hadn’t felt the need to suppress her social media presence to spare him. He’d seen the images she shared on Instagram. Of course, it might be partly his fault. Way back when he’d just been an exercise rider and she’d been an apprentice jockey in the first few months of her career, he’d suggested she use the platform to maintain her visibility when she was laid up with a broken arm. She’d taken the advice — and kept the account active, even though her job description had changed. 

      “I don’t know what your problem is,” Faye continued. “It’s not as if you’re not going too.”

      “Used up my quota of sympathy, have I?” Nate tried not to inhale the butter tart, biting it in half, then tempered the bath of sweetness with a swallow of the cappuccino.

      “It’s best not to mope,” Faye said. “Not a good look.” 

      “You’re right.” He finished the pastry and drained the last of the drink, pushing back his chair. He needed to find something productive to keep him occupied. “You and Will coming to the Prince of Wales?”

      Faye shook her head. “Tuesdays are always too busy here.”

      “Remind Will then for me I won’t be at his place in the afternoon?” The trip to Fort Erie meant he’d miss their usual band get-together. He pulled a twenty from his pocket and tossed it onto the table.

      “You don’t have to —” Faye started.

      “Save the free coffee for the time when I might need it.”

      Those eyebrows peaked again, this time with wryness. “You expect to be broke one day?”

      “I ride racehorses for a living. It could happen.” He grinned and headed for the door.

      The effect of Faye’s kick in the butt — along with the combined sugar and caffeine surge — didn’t last long enough, Nate’s spirits faltering before he made it to the house. This time of year was filled with too many bad memories. It really shouldn’t surprise him that Liv being away was affecting him more than he’d expected. Layering on what had happened last summer triggered all the old memories. He’d thought they’d be facing it together this time, but couldn’t blame Liv for not feeling it as acutely — because she was, after all, thousands of miles away.
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      Not every day was an oil painting. This one gave Liv a taste of the England everyone expected, though it had been the exception rather than the rule on her visit — grey, cool, and damp, the steady drizzle that beaded on the repellant surface of her Gore-Tex jacket soaking through in the parts where the weather-proofing had worn off. Today, the crew seemed more grateful for her help, though an air of gloominess pervaded. They’d all be anxious to get back to their homes — or the pub.

      The weather was appropriate for her mood, the magic sadly absent that morning when she took Jay up the gallops. He still felt incredible, but it wasn’t enough to loosen the extra weight Liv brought along. She should hang onto every moment, rain or not, knowing these could be the final days of her relationship with this horse, but Liv didn’t have it in her today.

      Jay tugged at his haynet as she rubbed in liniment, quick hands working from his knee to his ankle, the sharp smell of it stinging her nostrils. Once the alcohol evaporated off, Liv rolled on thick cottons then wound wide white flannel over them to trap the warmth. The bandages were as much about protecting those precious limbs as anything therapeutic. His legs remained flawless, cool and tight once the heat escaped when she removed the wraps each morning.

      Liv straightened, a hand braced against Jay’s shoulder for support, legs half-numb from kneeling in the bedding. Jay craned his neck, ducking his head to her torso, and she dug the Polo roll from the pocket of her jeans and pushed a candy to his muzzle. His whiskers tickled her skin as he whuffed it up.

      After a quick once-over with a soft brush and a rub rag, she dressed him in a light sheet — or was it a rug? Was that term reserved for heavier blankets? Liv had caught on to most of the differences in vocabulary, but sometimes she still felt like a neophyte, afraid to get words wrong in case the locals laughed at her, as if she were speaking a foreign language.

      “That’s you done for the day, sir,” she said, though she’d see him at feed time. Evening stables, they called it here, though they didn’t serve the horses dinner until around six.

      At least with the all-weather gallops, the tack wouldn’t be hard to clean. She sorted through the equipment and attacked it with soap, water, and sponge.

      “Let me take you to lunch.”

      Rory. His tenacity probably wasn’t wrong. A friendly gesture. But today, she just wasn’t in the mood to play this game. How many times could she say no without it becoming an insult?

      “You have to eat, don’t you?” he persisted.

      That always sounded like a line to her, and she consciously tempered her hackles, releasing a long breath. Her first instinct was to say no, but maybe the best plan wasn’t to sequester herself at the flat where she’d just dwell on what would happen, should Jay lose Saturday’s race.

      “Tell you what,” she countered. “I’ll take you. For showing my horse and me such hospitality.” Her tongue wasn’t really implanted in her cheek, and her tone shouldn’t have been so wry, but she couldn’t help it. It was a warning; a drawing of boundaries.

      Rory’s eyebrows rose before he shrugged, not without his cheeky grin. “If you insist.”

      Mostly harmless, she’d told Nate. But Liv wasn’t letting her guard down, because it was too easy to give someone the wrong impression, even when in her mind that person should know better. She wanted to avoid the possibility, however remote, of finding herself in an awkward position having an awkward conversation. Liv had been there with Dean, Faye’s brother. If Rory thought she was being too careful, that was fine. She wanted to be. No mixed signals. Would she ever be able to distinguish friendly from a come-on?

      Lunch in a British pub probably fleshed out the authentic English experience, though it wasn’t all that different from the pubs back home. Not that Liv frequented them, but the one in the small town near their farm was a pleasant spot to grab a bite to eat on those rare occasions she and Nate went out. She didn’t think Nate would be too upset she was doing this without him. At least, no more upset than he already was about not being here with her from the start.

      Dubai had been different. It had happened before the racing season at Woodbine began, so he’d been free to come along. Now he had commitments. Races to ride. A riding title to chase. He couldn’t just disappear for a week like she had. Guilt crept into her conscience, not for the first time, that she was the one who got to have a working holiday in horse heaven.

      “What’ll you have to eat?” Rory asked. He’d seemed almost affronted when she said no thanks to a pint.

      She scanned the menu quickly, sure she’d disappoint him again. “Just a salad, I think.”

      “We’ve already established you aren’t riding in the race this weekend,” he said wryly. “No need to be cautious. The fish and chips are excellent.”

      “It is tempting,” Liv said, and it would be another tick mark for the authentic experience. “But my stomach’s always unsettled after long flights. Maybe I’ll have that a little later in the week.”

      Rory grinned like he’d won something. “We’ll come back, then?”

      She set the menu down and reached for her water, squeezing a lemon wedge into it. “When Nate’s here, we’ll have to. He’ll have a pint with you.” The corner of her lips twitched.

      “Are you homesick?”

      Liv tilted her head slightly, caught off guard by such a direct question. She didn’t think that she was, but no harm in letting Rory believe that’s what had her down today. It wasn’t as if she was going to tell him the horse she’d come here with might not be hers to train for much longer. She didn’t know Rory well enough to be sure he wouldn’t share it. The potential for that tidbit to spread like wildfire was just a few taps of a phone keyboard away. Despite the ocean between the United Kingdom and North America, people here knew people there. The internet made the small world of horse racing even smaller.

      “A little, maybe,” she said. “It’s wonderful here, but I wish Nate could’ve come for the whole time.” No harm in keeping her relationship front and centre.

      “I know what would cheer you up.”

      “Oh?” Liv said cautiously.

      “A pal of mine has National Hunt Horses. Do you know how to jump?”

      “Well, yeah,” she said. “I practically grew up on the backs of show ponies, and I evented as a teenager. Would he let me ride something? School over hurdles? Whatever you call it.” She took a breath, aware she’d been rambling. “Is that possible?”

      “You’re a bit of an adrenaline junkie, aren’t you?”

      “You’ve obviously figured that out if you made the suggestion.” Liv grinned. “This would be another one for the bucket list.” Canada only had flat racing, so the only opportunity she’d ever had to go fast over fences had been the cross-country portion of a horse trial.

      “I think I can arrange it.” Rory had already polished off his burger, chasing it with a slug of his pint. “Though you know, most people go visit the Tower of London or Windsor Castle.”

      “I’ve never been most people,” she replied, a straight response to his teasing. She wasn’t trying to be funny. It was true.

      “You were a decent jockey. Do you really want to go back to it?”

      Liv quirked an eyebrow. What did he care?

      He was probably just making conversation, and it was better than being hit on. Rory couldn’t know the question niggled at her. She didn’t need to be doing any soul searching right now. Or maybe she should be doing exactly that, when in a week her training career might look very different.

      “I was respectable, I suppose,” she said, then admitted, “I miss it.”

      “But the only time jockeys have power is the race, and you like to be in control.”

      This guy didn’t even know her. Was she that transparent? It was still true, as much as she thought she’d learned to be less of a freak about it. “That’s what I loved about riding. It’s the ultimate control. I hate the moment I throw the jock up and all I can do is watch.” She probably wasn’t alone in that as a trainer, but few were physically capable of race riding like she was. They had to rely on others.

      “Is it better or worse when the jockey is your husband?”

      “I guess it’s better. And I try not to be too hard on him.” Her lips twisted.

      Rory matched her wry grin. “It probably makes you the worst boss.”

      “It can. But he’s good at reminding me I should know better.”

      There was no one else Liv would rather have on a horse, but she constantly had to suppress the conflict that crawled through her each time Nate went out there. When he was on the track, he went somewhere she couldn’t follow. A place where he had to make decisions alone, because they could discuss strategy all they wanted, but never perfectly predict what might happen on the racetrack. Part of her felt it gave him something over her. They would never be equals.

      Then there was the constant she both couldn’t think about, and couldn’t ignore: he was putting his neck on the line, the looming one-year anniversary of the accident that could have killed him a stark reminder.

      She was glad when Rory redirected the conversation, quizzing her about North America — something with more straightforward answers. There were plenty of people in racing in Canada who had originally come from the UK.

      “You don’t know how good you’ve got it,” she said. “Not galloping horses in circles every day.”

      “You don’t know how good you’ve got it,” Rory countered. “Better money, shorter hours.”

      That’s what drew people like Rory to her continent. Liv was aware money wasn’t something she’d ever had to worry about, though she liked to think she’d paid her own way with her father’s horses, even with dropping out of vet school. Jay alone made up for it financially, though Liv wasn’t sure her mother would ever completely let go of the disappointment of that abandoned university degree.

      “I just wish we could train more like this at home,” she said.

      “And that’s why you’ll keep training, even though you love to ride. Because as a trainer, you can make those changes.”

      Could she, though? She and Nate had talked about it briefly after the Dubai World Cup, but once they’d returned to Woodbine, they’d carried on as they always had. It was easier to go with the flow than believe she could make a difference in a business so firmly entrenched in its ways.
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        * * *

      

      Rory didn’t waste time setting her up at his friend’s yard, and the next day she found herself on a wiry grey horse, sleek and leggy, built to go for miles, taking hurdles in stride. What she’d told Rory about her experience over fences felt boastful now. The only jumping she’d done in years had been at a just for fun short course event a few weeks ago. She hoped her obsession with exercise gave her enough fitness to not look like a complete fool.

      Doubt soon fell away, replaced by the rush; a sensation of flying as her mount soared over the schooling fences. Tomorrow she’d ache from the physical effort, despite the ibuprofen she swallowed when she was back at the flat, but it was worth it to forget her uneasiness for a few hours.

      Sinking into the couch after a shower that had drained the tankless water heater, Liv closed her eyes, the calm of a thorough workout taking over her whole body. Life here felt like a fantasy, and part of her wanted to run away from reality, live in this story instead of her own. She was better cast as a side character, mucking and riding out in the background, instead of centre stage with a horse like Just Jay.

      Maybe the syndicate manager was right. Why had anyone thought she was qualified for that job? Except, it had been expected of her — her whole life. She’d taken a detour, quitting school to become a jockey, but the course had veered back to her fated path of its own accord. Was there any point in trying to escape again?

      She reached for her paperback, needing to get her head out of this traitorous line of thinking. How lucky was she to have these opportunities? Even if Jay went to someone else after this, she should be grateful to have had the experience at all.

      And Rory was right. If she were only ever a jockey, she wouldn’t be able to change a thing.
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      Nate ran. Even though he’d worked a full morning’s worth of horses. Even though he’d ridden every damn race on the card in the afternoon. Maybe if he could sleep, he’d be able to get his head sorted out. Running was supposed to help with that. So far, it hadn’t, but he had hope for tonight.

      The sun dipped below the horizon, muting the surrounding colours like someone had dropped a filter on a photo. It was dimmer in the trees, and he dashed through like something was chasing him. Something was — the mosquitoes, though they weren’t as bad as they’d been a month ago. 

      It was getting too dark to see the horses clearly, but he thought he could make out Claire and her filly, Léa, thanks to the flashy white that decorated both mare and foal. He wouldn’t bother them tonight, leaving them to their silent grazing with the others. 

      He didn’t slow until he got to Chique’s paddock near the front of the farm, next to the barn where she’d been born. He slipped through the boards and sauntered toward her. She left her companion to meet him, her low murmur matching his. 

      “I hate to be the one to tell you this, sweetheart, but you’re getting fat.”

      She didn't care, bumping his hip with her strong upper lip to remind him where the peppermints were. 

      “This won’t help, you know,” he said
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