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Riding The Wind

Introduction

The woman stood patiently in line, boarding pass in hand, waiting for the crew to remove the rope barrier and let the passengers enter. Finally, the Captain appeared in the doorway with a stewardess and nodded. The rope was removed, and one by one they filed in.

“Good morning,” the Captain said, tipping his cap to her when it was her turn. “Nice to see you again.”

“Thank you,” the woman nodded as the stewardess looked at her paperwork. “Made it one more time,” she laughed. She took her pass and found her seat. Standing for a long time bothered her legs now, so she was glad to finally be able to sit down. She looked out the window and her eyes drifted to the engines. She looked away nervously and tried not to think about her fear of flying. “One good stiff drink,” she whispered to herself.

The rest of the passengers were seated now, and the stewardess began her routine of explaining what to do in case of an emergency. The thoughts  of a 750,000 lb airplane slamming into the ground at 700 mph was not a pleasant one; a life preserver and an oxygen mask would not help. 

“What bullshit,” she muttered under her breath. “Kiss your ass goodbye if this thing goes down. They’d be lucky to find your teeth.”

The stewardess finished, and instructed everyone to belt up. The engines ran up against the brakes, and the woman prayed silently. The plane lurched forward, picking up speed quickly. Soon it was roaring along at a tremendous speed. The feeling of the acceleration was surprisingly invigorating. Remind you of anything? a voice in her head said. The plane left the ground, climbed to 35,000 feet, and leveled off. The woman got her  whiskey from the stewardess, took out a horse racing magazine, and began reading.

The article was called Where Are They Now? She flipped a page or two, and saw something that made her wince and look away. A fellow passenger heading for the rest room stopped and looked down at the magazine, then at her.

“That’s you, isn’t it,” he grinned, pointing at the magazine. He was quite  old, like her, but seemed very much in control of his faculties. She looked up at him and nodded.

“Yes, it is.”

“I knew it,” he said. “I’d recognize you anywhere. You still look the same.”

“You need glasses,” she laughed. “That was a long time ago.”

“Yes, I know. I was there. You were the greatest.”

“Thank you,” she said.”But I think someone else deserves the credit.”

“I know what you mean. Well, it was nice to meet you. I won’t bother you, I know you probably get this all the time.” 

“Not so much these days,” she sighed. “But it’s no bother. It’s nice to be remembered.”

The man trundled off, and she went back to the magazine. The whiskey soon worked its magic, and she put the magazine down and drifted off to sleep.

In her dreams she was there again, the crowds roaring their approval. He was there, of course, and they were together. We’ll always be together. The dream faded, and the sweet bliss of her quiet sleep took away all her worries.

Riding The Wind

Book One

Connor Stables

Ashland, Kentucky

January, 2001

“Which one,” Cory Connor said as he perused the list of horses Carten Farms was selling.

“We need a good yearling, or a two year old,” trainer Mike Phillips said. “We got enough older stock. We got to think about the next couple of years; you know, have a shot at the Derby.”

“The Derby,” Connor laughed as he shook his head in dismay. “We run ten thousand dollar claimers, Mike. The only record we broke this year was our feed bill. This stuff Carten has for sale would be lucky to make it around the track without having heart failure.”

“That one,” Mike said, pointing at the third one down on the list. Look at that pedigree.”

“Right,” Cory said. “I saw that. Seattle Slew’s last colt, out of a Secretariat mare, Champagne Affair. You couldn’t ask for more. So, why is he dumping him for five grand?”

“Dunno,” Mike shrugged. “But I damn well know I can train a Seattle Slew colt to run, unless he got one leg shorter than the other. You buy that colt before somebody else does and you find yourself looking at his rump while he runs away from what we got out there now.”

“Okay,” Cory sighed. “We’ll go have a look. Wanna take anybody with us?”

“Like who?” Mike  grinned. “That girl? You got a soft spot for her, don’t you.”

“There’s something about her,” Cory said. “She knows horses. It’s almost supernatural.”

“Well, it ain’t so supernatural that she ain’t had a mount yet other than running our oldies around for exercise,” Mike nodded.

“She will,” Cory nodded. “Okay, leave everybody here. We’ll go and see this horse you like so much. You better be right.”

“Ain’t been wrong yet,” Mike winked.

Carten Farms

Louisville, Kentucky

January, 2001

“Place looks like it should be out of business,” Cory sighed as they pulled up to  Carten Farms’ main building. An ancient sign that said “Office” was tacked to the wall under a dirty window near an open barn door. Inside, a lame seven year old mare stood in four buckets of ice water. “There’s your Derby winner,” Cory snickered. He poked his head in the office door. “You the boss?”

A man looked up from a desk piled high with paperwork and smiled. He was wearing a dirty shirt and tie, and suspenders. An old 1940’s fedora sat on top of his head. The office stank of cigars and horse manure. “That’s me,” he said. “Come on in. I’m Joe Carten. Have a seat. You Connor?”

“All day long,” Cory said. “This is my trainer, Mike Phillips.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Carten said. “Want a beer?”

“Uh, no thanks,” Cory said.

“Whiskey, then?” Carten said, pulling a bottle of Jameson from his desk. 

“No thanks. I’m not much of  a drinker.”

“Oh, that’s too bad. How about you, Mike? You look like a drinker.”

“Too early for me. Besides, slave driver over here makes me do all the driving on top of training all the horses.”

“Oh. I think I’ll have one if you don’t mind,” Carten sighed as he filled a water glass with whiskey. “You pick a horse off that list I sent over?”

“There are a couple we might want to see,” Cory said. Outside in the barn, a stable boy could be heard yelling as he struggled with a horse. Cory looked briefly, then turned back to Carten. “The two year old. The Slew colt.”

“Oh, that one,” Carten said nervously as he watched the drama in the barn unfold. “Champagne Slew, we named him. He should be a runner.”

“Hell of a pedigree,” Cory nodded. “Why don’t you keep him?”

“Got no time to coddle juveniles,” Carten said. “He’s a bit of a handful, that one.”

“We’d like to see him.”

You may see him sooner than you think, Carten thought as the stable boy suddenly flew backwards and ran for his life. 

“Uh, yeah, I’ll have somebody.........LOOK OUT!” Carten yelled as a huge red horse suddenly bolted from behind  the stall where the boy had been, and headed for the office at a full gallop. 

Cory and Mike dove for the floor as the thousand pound animal crashed through the office wall like it was made of paper. He knocked over Carten’s desk with Carten under it, ran straight through the back wall of the office, continued on into the parking lot, and disappeared. Carten got up, righted his desk, and brushed himself off. He nodded in the direction the horse had gone. “Guess who,” he grinned. “And it ain’t the Road Runner.”

“Good God Almighty,” Cory muttered as he and Mike got up. “Damn thing is crazy.”

“Yeah, but he’s fast,” Mike said as he craned his neck to see where Slew had gotten to.

“I’ll take him,” Cory said. “If he’s still in one piece.”

“I’ll have Randy go round him up,” Carten said. The stable boy reappeared and stuck his head into what used to be Carten’s office.

“Him gone?” the boy said meekly.

“Yeah,” Carten said, looking out towards the parking lot. “Him gone. Go get Randy and the tranquilizer gun. Find him and load him into Mr. Connor’s van.”

“You buy?” the boy grinned. “Good. No more horse make trouble.”

“I buy,” Cory sighed as he handed over the check. 

“You be sorry big time,” the boy giggled as he ran off to find Randy.

“Never mind that,” Carten said with a wave of his hand. “Horse is high spirited. He’ll come along. Maybe have him gelded, that always calms them down.”

“Sure as hell would calm me down,”  Cory said. “Gelding works, but with that pedigree? I’ll hold off on that. If we can make him a winner, he’ll have value at stud.”

“Like me,” Mike grinned.

“Yeah, you wish. Well, thanks for the horse, Carten. I think.”

Connor Stables

Ashland, Kentucky

January, 2001

“What this?” Carlos said as the door to the van opened and the groggy colt stared back at him malevolently.

“Meet Champagne Slew,” Cory said. The Panamanian boy backed away, shaking his head.

“Horse bad,” Carlos said. “Have bad spirit.”

“He’s just doped up,” Cory said. “He’ll be all right. Get him inside and muck out a stall for him. Don’t feed him until the doc checks him out. Bag him and hobble him. He likes to run off.”

“No me,” Carlos said. “No like this horse.”

“Then have Eddie do it.” Carlos ran off to find Eddie, a stable boy who was trying to get his rider’s license. 

“Bunch of damn prima donnas,” Mike said. “In my day no stable hand refused to do anything the boss said, unless he wanted to be fired on the spot and blackballed.”

“In your day they raced dinosaurs, not horses,” Cory said. “Go call Doc. Let’s find out what we bought.”

An hour later, Doc Williams arrived. Eddie carefully brought Slew out of his stall and tethered him to a post. He removed the bag so Doc could see his head.

“Short halter him,” Cory warned. “Don’t give him any slack. He’s rambunctious. He’ll go for Doc.”

“Son of a bitch bites me and I’ll give him a lethal injection,” Doc nodded as he looked Slew over. “Where’d you get this pile of dog meat?”

“Carten Farms. Got a pedigree that  would make Man O’ War blush with envy.”

“Well, he does have that familiar look,” Doc said as he ran his hands over Slew’s legs. Big red bastard that he is. Secretariat got in there somewhere I reckon, huh?”

“His Dam is a Secretariat mare. Sire is Seattle Slew.”

“Good jumping Jesus,” Doc sighed. “Damn thing should be able to run a hundred miles an hour with that bloodline. You got him at Carten’s? Next stop after that dump is the dog food factory. What was he doing there?

“Wrecking the place,” Cory said, and told Doc about the office escapade. “I have a feeling he’s going to be hard to train.”

“Hard ain’t the word,” Doc said. “I seen horses like this,” he said as Slew glared at him and whinnied low. “He’s certified nuts, this one. I can tell. He got that crazy look in his eyes. Don’t matter how fast he can run. You may never get a saddle on him.”

“I think we’ll get him to calm down,” Cory said, his thoughts drifting to the girl.

“Well good luck with that,” Doc sighed as he finished his examination. “He’s sound as a dollar, but you got to deal with him when that Xylazine wears off. That ain’t gonna be fun. You can’t keep him in hobbles all the damn time, and you can’t drug him to train him. This is a big animal, and stronger than most three year olds. And a hell of a lot smarter. He gets it in his head to do something, he’s going to do it, or there will be hell to pay.”

“Then we’ll just have to get him to do the right thing,” Cory said as he nodded to Eddie. “Take him back and feed him. Maybe some decent food will improve his disposition.”

“I been telling my wife that for forty years,” Doc grumbled. “Hasn’t worked yet. Woman can’t boil water without burning it.”

“You are one cantankerous old son of a gun,” Cory laughed.

“Yeah, that’s me. Mr. Cantankerous. Just part of my charm.” He looked back at Slew as Eddie pushed him towards his stall. “You got a real problem there. You have no idea how bad it will get. You want to geld him or put him down, you call me.”

Cory watched the magnificent animal go into his stall, and thought about all the greatness that coursed through his veins. Maybe that’s his problem. He wants to let it out. He knows what he came from. Who wants to stay penned up in a barn all day? He wants to run. “Never,” Cory said. “Never in a million years. He’s going to be the best there ever was. Count on it.”

“Well, he does have it in him,” Doc sighed. “You just got to get it out. If it don’t work, you turn him loose. Don’t torment him.”

“I will turn him loose,” Cory nodded. “And every trainer in the country will rue the day.”

––––––––

Connor Stables

Ashland, Kentucky

January, 2001

“See if you can saddle him,” Cory said to Eddie. “I have a couple of things to do.”

“All by myself?” Eddie said, looking at Slew.

“Sure. He looks like he’s in a good mood today,” Cory grinned.

“Just what I need,” Eddie mumbled under his breath. He picked up the dark blue saddle cloth, which had come with the horse as an unexpected bonus. Somewhere along the line, the rights to wear Secretariat’s legendary colors had been franchised to all his remaining direct descendants. Few had opted to attire their steeds in the regal blue and white blocks, as they felt no horse could live up to the reputation they represented.

“Here goes nothing,” Eddie sighed. He gingerly placed the saddle cloth on Slew’s back and turned to get the training saddle. When he turned around again, the cloth was on the ground. Slew quickly looked away from Eddie. “Smartass,” Eddie muttered and put the cloth back on Slew. Again, Slew picked it off when Eddie wasn’t looking. “Now cut that out!” Eddie yelled. Slew turned away and refused to look at Eddie.

Finally, Eddie caught him going for the cloth and bopped him on the nose with a riding crop. He grabbed the saddle and threw it on Slew’s back, and all hell broke loose. Slew made one mighty snapping motion with his powerful neck, and the bridle tethering him to the post went flying. He bolted past Eddie, knocking him to the ground along with the saddle, and made for the open meadow behind the barn.

“Hey!” Eddie yelled. “Get back here!”

“That went well,” a soft voice called out from behind Eddie. “Why did you hit him?”

“Because he’s a pain in the ass!” Eddie snapped. "Just like you.” The girl picked up the crop and smacked Eddie across the face with it.

“Stings, doesn’t it,” she said.

Eddie picked up the training saddle and shoved it at the girl, who was smirking at him with a knowing look. “You do it then, you’re so damn smart.”

“I will,” the girl yelled after Eddie’s departing form. “Tomorrow, after he calms down.”

“This I have to see,” Eddie called over his shoulder. “Never happen.”

“Fifty bucks says it will,” twenty eight year old Susan Sorrentino yelled. “Cash money.”

“You’re on.” 

Eddie went back to the office and found Cory. “He got away,” he said. “He’s in the meadow. I put the saddle on him and he went crazy. Broke the tether and took off.”

“Okay,” Cory sighed. “Let him stay out there for a while. I’ll have Mike bring him back later. We’ll try again tomorrow.”

“That little twit from Massachusetts says she wants a try,” Eddie said. “She hit me, too.”

“With what?”

“Riding crop. Where the hell did you find her?”

“Shoveling crap and vaccinating horses at Suffolk Downs. She’s an apprentice jockey. She hurt you?” Cory said, trying not to laugh.

“Jesus,” Eddie sighed. “I give up. Don’t ever ask me to ride that thing. Bastard ought to be in the rodeo.”

Susan went out to the meadow and watched the red giant stretch out his long legs as he ran with a wild abandon she had never seen before, his breath pluming out in clouds of steam only a locomotive could rival. “You and me,” she said softly as she listened to the rhythm of his hooves pounding into the frozen turf, her mind subconsciously learning his cadence. “You  and me.” She left Slew to his passion and headed back to the barn.

Connor Stables

Ashland, Kentucky

January, 2001

“You don’t have to hobble him,” Susan said. “He isn’t going anywhere.”

“You wish,” Eddie snickered as he removed the hobble. “I hope he runs your smart ass over.”

“Want another one?” Susan said, holding up the riding crop.

“You’re lucky you’re a girl,” Eddie said. Susan just stared at him, her black eyes boring into his. He turned away and went about setting up the equipment. There were rumors about what she was capable of, and he didn’t want to find out whether they were true or not.

Susan picked up the saddle cloth and put it on Slew’s back. He turned his head to take it off, and she stuck her hand in front of his nose, palm up. He stopped, then took the offered sugar cube and crunched away. When he was finished, he quickly pulled the saddle cloth off and dumped it at Susan’s feet.

“Oh, I see. Stable him,” she said. “But let him see the horses on the track first.”

Eddie did as he was instructed and guided Slew into his stall, where he sulked and eventually poked his head out to see where Susan was.

“Right here,” she said, holding up the saddle cloth and offering up another sugar cube. She moved to the side, where he couldn’t see her. He ate the sugar and stuck his head out again, looking for her. She repeated this several times, then took him out of the stall and tethered him again.

“Why did you do that?” Cory said.

“You’ll see, when I race him. That helps him get out of the gate faster. It’s an old trick I learned back home.”

“You’re think you’re going to ride this lunatic?” Cory laughed.

“Nobody else is going to,” Susan said. “He’ll never let them. Only me.”

“Okay,” Cory sighed. “You fool around with him all day if you want. I have work to do. Come on, Eddie.”

They were halfway to the office when they heard the clicking of hooves on the cement behind them. They turned around and there was Slew, coming right for them. Cory stared in disbelief. Susan was sitting in the saddle on Slew’s back.

“How the hell did you do that?” Cory exclaimed.

“Tricks of the trade,” Susan said. “He wants a workout. Got a stop watch handy?”

“I don’t think you should run him,” Cory said.

“I do.”

“But he’s barely a two year old. I don’t think he’s ever been on a race track.”

“Clear out and set the gate. Six furlongs.” She nudged Slew with her foot and he eagerly headed for the exercise track.

“Guess he wants a workout,” Cory shrugged. “Let’s go. The master has spoken,” he said, nodding towards Susan. They set the gate at the ¾ mile mark and watched Susan load Slew. Sure enough, he poked his head out over the doors and looked around. Cory stood at the end of the gate and held up the stop watch. “Hit it.” 

Eddie hit the button and the doors flew open. Slew’s reaction was uncanny; he had broken perfectly, nearly hitting the opening doors on the way out. Susan leaned forward, her body becoming one with Slew’s, her hands tangled in the long red mane on his withers. She guided him towards the rail, but he wanted the middle. She yanked hard on the bridle with her left hand until he listened and settled in three feet from the rail in the inside position. 

“Jesus,” Cory whispered as the beast hurtled around the track. “Look at that.”

Susan held him back a bit by pulling on the bridle, the bit pushing back on Slew’s tongue and elevating his head. When there was a quarter mile left, she let him full out. She yelled “GO!” and pushed him hard with her hands. The response was amazing; it felt like she had been strapped to a guided missile. Slew roared down the straightaway and finished the six furlongs. Cory looked at the watch in disbelief.

“Can’t be,” he whispered. “No two year old can  run that fast.”

Susan galloped Slew out and trotted him back to the gate. “How’d he do,” she said.

“One oh seven and a tick,” Cory said. “Unbelievable. The world record is one oh six and change.” 

“I can beat that,” she said. “He was a bit unruly, but not bad for a first try. He was wandering a bit and didn’t want the rail. He’ll get the hang of it, I just have to work him.”

“How long?” Cory said.

“Book us some stall space at Churchill Downs for March. I’ll have him ready by then. We’ll beat everything in sight. I’ll smash track records in workouts before they open, get lots of publicity. Then we move in for the kill. One maiden race, then Katie bar the door.”

“What does that mean?”

“Strategy, my man,” Susan laughed. “Leave it up to me. I’ll figure out a way to short circuit the waiting game. Most of the stakes races for two year olds don’t start until June. We’ll be killers by then. We’ll beat everything on four legs. Make ya rich,” she winked.

“You really think you can do this?” Cory said.

“Watch me.”

Churchill Downs

Louisville Kentucky

March 2001

“Who’s the chick?” Barton Briggs laughed, pointing at Susan, who was bringing Slew onto the track for his first workout. She looked over and glared at him.

“Sue Sorrentino,” Cory said. “She’s an apprentice.”

Susan got off Slew, tethered him to the walking ring rail, and walked over to Briggs. “I know you,” she said, looking him up and down. “Barton Briggs. Big shot owner, right?”

“Right,” Briggs said, puffing himself up to his full five foot three inches.

“Hmm. You don’t look like much to me.”

Cory elbowed Briggs. “I don’t think she likes you.”

“Too goddamned bad,” Briggs snapped as he took a pull at a hip flask full of Kentucky bourbon. “Who cares what she likes.”

“You’ll care in a few weeks,” Susan smirked. “Do you want to know why?”

“Shut up and get on your nag,” Briggs growled. “You ain’t nothing here, girly. This is a man’s sport. It’s the Sport of Kings, not Queens. Nobody cares what you think, or why. Now get along and be glad somebody felt sorry for you and gave you a workout. And when you’re done with your exercise run, come on back and see me,” he winked. “I may have something else for you to ride.”

“Cripes,” Cory muttered under his breath. “Barton, you really shouldn’t........”

“I got this,” Susan said to Cory, and got right in Briggs’ face. “Now you listen to me, you drunk midget bastard. See that horse over there? That’s my horse. I only ride him. And do you know what I’m going to do?”

“Try to remember you belong on top?” Briggs laughed.

“I’m going to take him out here right now and break the track record for six furlongs, and I’m going to hand ride him. Then I’m going to break a couple of more track records, then I’m going to break you. I’m going to break my horse’s  maiden when this place opens in April, then I’m going to make a little challenge. Would you like to hear what that is?”

“Not really,” Briggs said. 

“Too bad. Here’s the challenge. Me and my horse against the best you own. Any age. Two year olds, three year olds, four year olds, five year olds. I don’t care. You can throw a saddle on your mother for all I care. Pick two of the best of each age and we’ll have us a little match race.  Five hundred  thousand dollar purse. I’m sure the track will put up the money. The publicity will be unbelievable. But not for you  of course, because I’m going to beat the living shit out of everything in your barn. What do you think of that?”

Briggs glared at Cory, who just shrugged.

“Me, I’d pay attention to her,” Cory said. “She can back it up.”

Briggs turned back to Susan. “You’re on,” he said. “But you got to do what you said, or no race. You’ll never break no track record with no goddamned two year old. Can’t  be done.”

“Oh, yeah?” Susan said sweetly. She leaned in again, her black eyes boring holes through Briggs’ soul “You watch me,” she said.

“Yeah yeah yeah,” Briggs said with a wave of his hand as he headed off to the club house. “All talk and no action. Big mouth. I’ll be watching,  that’s for sure.”

“How did I do?” Susan said as they watched Briggs depart.

“You’re an idiot,” Cory laughed. “But you’re my kind of idiot. You better produce after that game you ran on him. He’s got two Kentucky Derby winners in his barn.”

“Done,” she said.

When it was her turn, Susan took the number one slot in the gate. The attendant snickered and shook his head when he saw a girl on the back of the red monster. 

“Say when, Honey,” he laughed. “Try not to fall off.”

Susan leaned forward and Slew stuck his head out to look around. “When,” she called out.

The gate opened and Slew bolted like he had been shot from a cannon. Susan watched the clock on the tote board as she guided Slew along the rail. The track was heavy and deep, so she let him have his head. The quarter mile came up in 21 flat, a ridiculous speed. She considered reigning him in a bit, but thought better of it. He was having no trouble with the heavy dirt; his rhythm was perfect and his stride was lengthening as he gained momentum.

The half mile came up in just over 43 seconds. With a quarter mile to go, she urged him with her hands and moved him over to the second path, where the dirt was untouched. He hit the wire and the clock ticked off 1:07:15, a full half second faster than the track record.

“Son of a bitch!” Barton Briggs yelled, and threw his drink against the wall. “I got set up!”

Susan galloped Slew out and stopped in front of the club house, where she smiled up at Briggs and gave him the finger.

“Good move,” Cory said as Susan brought Slew back into the barn. “You have to tone it down a bit. This guy is a big time player down here.”

“He’s nothing,” Susan said with finality. “A typical piece of crap who thinks only men can win at this sport. What do you think?”

“You know what I think,” Cory sighed. “But  I have to live with these guys. Just take it down a notch.”

“No. You want it down a notch, you get somebody else to ride Slew. You have the greatest thoroughbred race horse ever to set foot on a track,” she said. “I know it, you know it. Go with it. Don’t hold us back. That workout shows what he can do. That track is a foot deep, it’s like running in cement. That would have been two seconds faster anyplace else. You do the politics and the publicity. We’ll win the races. Book them all. Nobody can beat us. Nobody. Now get me that maiden race.”

“Yes, Dear,” Cory laughed, bowing from the waist. 

“Now you have it,” Susan laughed. She walked away as Eddie led Slew to his stall. She stopped and thought for a minute, then turned back to Cory. “Hire security for him,” she said quietly. “Twenty four hours a day. I don’t trust that Briggs character.”

Churchill Downs

Louisville Kentucky

April 26,  2001

“My God, the place is packed,” Cory said as he looked at the stands. 

“It’s opening day,” Mike said. “And the Derby Trial is today. It’s televised on CBS Sports.”

“That’s not the only reason the place is packed,” Susan said as she held up the program. Slew was in the third race, a Maiden Special Weight for two year old Colts and Geldings. He was in the four slot and the odds on favorite at 1-5, the lowest odds they could post on a tote board. “Throw a bet on him,” she grinned.

“Be lucky to get five cents on the dollar,” Cory said. “Not worth the risk. You might smack somebody in the face and get disqualified.”

“There won’t be anybody close enough to smack,” she said. “It hasn’t rained much lately, and they roll the track between races. It’s a lot harder than it was last month, and not nearly as deep.”

Cory watched as the groomers brushed Slew out. His coat shone like a diamond. “He looks great,” he said. He was wearing the full outfit; the hood with blinders  bearing the blue and white blocks of Secretariat’s Meadow Stable, run down bandages, and the blue saddle cloth. The rundown bandages were not medical, they were like socks that protected the lower extremities in case the horse accidentally kicked himself while running. “You too,” he said, nodding at Susan. “You look like a million dollars.” She was wearing the same colors.

“These silks were Ron Turcotte’s,” she said proudly. “He wore these when he won the Triple Crown with Secretariat. When he heard about Slew, he sent them to me.”

“Wait until Briggs sees this,” Cory said.

“Don’t let him pull any funny stuff with the Racing Secretary when we make that challenge official,” Susan said. “He has a lot of pull here. We’re going to have to challenge him publicly and humiliate him so he can’t weasel out of it.”

“Oh I’m sure he’ll try,” Cory said. “Just make sure you win today. How are you going to run him?”

“Full out for a half, then settle him in along the rail. Hand ride finish. Should be an easy track record.”

“You already broke that,” Cory laughed.

“Yeah, but nobody saw us,” she grinned. Sure enough, she had taken Slew out at dawn one day and hand timed a secret mile and a sixteenth run, which was the distance for today’s race. He shaved a second off the track record, but nobody knew about it. He had officially shattered every other track record in workouts up to seven furlongs, but she wanted to leave some room for doubt in a longer race. Most speed horses had trouble “getting the distance” when the race was a mile or more. “Can’t be mean to Briggs and not leave him some hope,” she said. 

“Can you really beat those older horses? He’s sure to throw all his stakes winners against you if this happens. You know what they say about two year olds trying to beat older horses. They get stared in the eye and they back down. It’s herd pecking order mentality.”

“He’ll beat anything on four legs,” Susan said. “Any age, at any distance. The blinders will prevent any eye contact, and as you know, I trained him to stick his head out of the gate, so nobody could look him in the eye anyway. He’ll be long gone when the gate opens. They’ll never see him again.” 

“If you say so,” Cory said.

“I say so. You don’t believe me? Get some older horses together and I’ll show you.”

“Okay, I believe you,” he sighed. “No need to rub it in. I wish I could ride him one time and find out.”

“You’re too fat,” Susan giggled. “Besides, he’d never let you. But I can tell you this, he’s a freak of nature. There’s never been anything like him. When we’re out there, it’s like being strapped to a comet. I hardly have to do a thing. It’s like riding the wind.”

“Well, just don’t..... blow it,” Cory smirked. Susan just stared at him. “Hmmm. Okay. Not funny today, are we. Go win your race. I’m going to the club house and try to keep Briggs from jumping out the window when you beat his horse today.”

“Morning Glory? Forget that one. He runs like he’s got arthritis.”

“Hey, Barton, how’s things.” Cory sat down at Briggs’ table near the front of the club house. 

“You know how they are,” Briggs glowered. “That jockey of yours has a big mouth. She doesn’t show respect for her betters.”

“Maybe she doesn’t think you’re her better,” Cory said.

“She’s a girl for chrissakes. What part of that don’t you understand? Look around, Connor. See any Derby winners wearing a skirt?”

“No, but Julie Krone won the Belmont. You saw the way Sorrentino rode Slew in that workout, tell me you wouldn’t hire her.”

“I wouldn’t hire her. One lucky workout and you think she’s the second coming of Willie Shoemaker. She ever been in a real race?”

“No. Today’s her first.”

“And probably her last,” Briggs slurred as he gulped at his whiskey. “You wanna drink?”

“No. And don’t sell this horse of mine short. I could put you on his back and he’d wipe the floor with anything in your barn.”

“The hell you say. You watch. She won’t even finish in the top five once she gets out there with other horses and jockeys who know what to do. She don’t know shit. You oughta know better, Connor. That’s a good horse you got there, I’ll give you that. He’s got the pedigree and he can run. But you need a man on his back to get the best out of him. Especially at this distance. This ain’t no sprint.”

Briggs had always been known to push the limits, and get any advantage he could. He had done so today. He had Mariano Venezia, the top jockey at Churchill, and one of the most crooked, riding Morning Glory. He had told Venezia that he would find an extra fifty grand in his Swiss bank account if he could bump Slew coming out of the gate and knock him off course. That number would double if he could unseat Susan. The fact that she could be trampled to death as a result didn’t faze him in the slightest.

“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about the distance,” Cory said. “That’s no problem for him. He’s got Secretariat in his line.”

“That mare never won a race over seven furlongs,” Briggs nodded. “She was a Secretariat mare but a sprinter. This one is a sprinter too.”

“Wouldn’t care to make a little wager on that, would you?” Cory smiled.

“How much.”

“No money. If she wins today you give her that match race.”

“Ain’t up to me,” Briggs shrugged. “Racing Secretary gets to decide. You know the rules, they don’t mix ages.”

“Bullshit. He’ll do it if you tell him you want it. Make it a non sanctioned race. Otherwise, we can do it at my track and I’ll get CBS to cover it.”

“We’ll see,” Briggs said as he filled his glass. “Won’t matter, she ain’t gonna win today.” 

“And you’re sure of that?”

“I am.”

“You pull any shit and I’ll have you up on charges. This race better go nice and clean.”

“Clean as the driven snow,” Briggs slurred. “I don’t need to cut no corners to beat a girl.”

“And you won’t beat her,” Cory said. “You told her you’d give her that race if she wins today. You keep your word, or else.”

“Or else what?”

“You’ll see,” Cory said. “Take a look down there, the third race is next, your horse is about to find out what it’s like to lose.”

Down in the paddock, the CBS people were live on air and they were looking at Slew. Al Michaels turned it over to the interview crew down below. 

“Hello, everyone, I’m Don Reynolds and this is my partner, Charlsey Banham. Welcome to opening day at Churchill Downs. Today’s featured race is the Derby Trial, in which some of the best three year olds in the country will compete to see who will advance to the next stage. Ultimately that stage leads to the biggest race of all, The Kentucky Derby.

“But that aside, this day is also about a myth, a mystery horse. He is Champagne Slew, a two year old descendant of Secretariat and Seattle Slew, and  he has captured the attention of the racing world. He has shattered five track records in his workouts, and he is ridden by an apprentice jockey from Connor Stables. Her name is Susan Sorrentino, and we are proud to present her to you right now, only minutes before this all important first race. Susan, come on in here. Welcome to CBS Sports.”

“Thank you, Don,” Susan said. “It’s nice to be here.”

In the club house, Cory, who had not known about this
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