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Bluegrass Dreams Aren’t for Free

	Runaway Joe trotted down the wrong side of the huge oval Keeneland racetrack, following the other early risers onto the track. It was barely dawn, still dark enough for the clockers to find it hard to get a good look at them. For a few minutes, they’d have a little privacy as they worked on their tactics, or came back from an injury, or just did what they loved to do: run.

	Joe was running early for another reason: he had things on his mind, offers from farms to consider, a life after retirement to plan—retirement that was still a long way off, but not something he wanted to leave till the last thing. Not unless he wanted to end up like his one-time rival Gray Dawn or any of the other horses who lived it up while they were winning with no eye to the future until it was too late.

	In the old days, no racehorse had privacy—or free will. In the old days, some horses didn’t want to run and were made to anyway with whips, drugs, medical procedures, sterilization—to get a horse’s mind on the game and off mares—and whatever else the two-leggers could think of to make their investments pay off.

	Most of the time it didn’t matter so much what happened to the horse himself. Horses broke down; they died, right on the track. Horse racing was the only sport where an ambulance followed the players around the course.

	The ambulances were still on call now, but it was the horses who did the deciding if they could walk or not. Although Joe always told his kids to listen to the vets. “Don’t let pride ruin your career. If the vet tells you to get in the ambulance, do it.”

	Of all the two-leggers, Joe trusted the vets most. Well, after Haley, of course.

	Back in the old days, two-leggers hadn’t been employees or partners of racehorses like they were now, more the other way around. The horses had been the employees—if by employee you meant more like slave. Back then two-leggers had ridden on the horse’s backs, whipping all the way. Joe tried to imagine what he’d do to someone who whipped him—just imagining anyone up on his back was sort of mind boggling.

	He turned so he was going counterclockwise and moved faster, trot turning to canter turning to a controlled gallop. He stayed out from the rail, to let the horses really working have the inner—shorter—path around the oval. He wasn’t out here to go that hard; he’d learned early in his career a near-dark track was the place he did his best thinking. Sometimes he just stood off to the side at the outside fence—his black coat blending into the early morning murkiness—and watched the others, weighing options: what race to go in next, what mares to have foals with, what his kids were up to and if he should worry about them.

	In the old days, stallions went to a stud farm and made babies, and they had no choice in what mares came to them. They never saw their kids again unless the foals happened to be raised at the same farm or their sons came back as sires when they retired. No horse ever had any say in the matter.

	And some horses didn’t get to go to the stud or broodmare farms. Only horses who won or had impeccable bloodlines were assured that life. For the others, if they were lucky, they found a new life in show-jumping, or therapy or being a track pony for the trainer or the racetrack, or even a pasture pal for some other horse. If they were unlucky…well, two-leggers in some countries liked the taste of horse. Or they fed horsemeat to their pets.

	Joe shuddered at that thought.

	Things changed, at least for thoroughbreds, for good when a couple of geneticists, who were also big horse lovers, started experimenting. They knew that over time, such things as drugs and inbreeding and early retirements of less-than-sound horses had led to racehorses who were downright fragile. They began tinkering with thoroughbred DNA, adding things like goat to make the horses more nimble, a bit of cat so they’d land softer when they ran. Some squirrel for the limberness. A little bit of crow and wolf and chimp for increased ingenuity and intelligence. And then they added dolphin, and the horses started to talk.

	They had a whole lot of interesting things to say, too. They were sick of things being the way they were. But they wanted to run—just under their terms, not the two-leggers.

	Naturally, the old-school horse-people were not about to let genetic freaks run against “real” horses. So the hybrids ran against each other, and they didn’t break down, and pretty soon their races were faster and more exciting, and the press conferences had horses taunting each other directly rather than through proxies like trainers or owners or jockeys, and it made racing super interesting for fans. It made it fun again, and two-leggers went where the racing was the most fun.

	And now, hybrid racehorses were the norm, and they represented themselves as free agents—once they’d paid off their foaling fees to the farm that hosted them when they were young.

	Joe had paid his fees off in record time and moved to Fairweather Farms where he’d prospered. And now he had the freedom—and resources—to plan his future, even if today didn’t seem to be the day to do it. He gave up on getting inspiration from the track and walked back to the barn, cooling off as he went.

	“You want a bath, Joe?” one of the track’s grooms asked him.

	“I’m fine.” Back in the day, horses were always getting bathed. One good roll in the dirt and it was back under the hose. Foals learned at an early age that doing what came naturally was sometimes an exercise in defiance.

	Not that Joe didn’t love a good bath when he was hot and sweaty and maybe a little sore. But he didn’t need one every time he left his stall. And he’d barely broken a sweat in the cool Kentucky morning.

	As he turned into the row of barns, he could hear the sounds of horses just waking up, people getting meals ready, cats and goats and other companion animals calling to be fed.

	He turned into the shedrow Fairweather Farms leased, saw Haley, and let out a low nicker.

	Haley turned, his smile wide. “Hey, old man.”

	It was a joke between them. Haley was the old man. He’d been old when he was at Joe’s mama’s side when she foaled, encouraging her, then turning his attention to Joe.

	The first face he’d seen. Still the first human face he saw most mornings. He thought it a handsome face, even as a few wrinkles appeared over the years and his hair lightened the same way a gray horse’s did.

	Joe knew Haley considered himself black but his skin was nothing like the black of Joe’s coat. In horse terms, Haley would be a dark bay at best.

	A dark bay who didn’t have his oats ready.

	“You fixed breakfast yet or you just gonna stand there admiring me?”

	Haley laughed, the burst of sound making Joe happy. The track might be his favorite place to do some deep thinking but his favorite place in general was with Haley.

	Haley ducked into the equipment room and came out with a bucket. Joe could tell he’d mashed the oats up just like he loved them, with maple syrup and raisins. Still he had to yank Joe’s chain a little. “You didn’t forget the raisins, did you, Haley?”.

	“No, you old coot, I didn’t forget your raisins.”

	Joe followed him into his stall. “Good, because I wouldn’t want to have to fire you over something like that.”

	“Like you’d ever fire me, Joe.”

	“You never know. Lot of people telling me they could do a better job.” Sadly, true. Some people would do anything to hitch their wagon to a star. But there was no worry. Joe couldn’t imagine life without Haley.

	Haley poured the oats into his feeder, then leaned against the doorframe and glanced down the row of stalls. “You were up early. Big thoughts?”

	“Mmmm hmmm,” Joe said between bites. “Let me finish and we’ll talk about it.”

	“Fine, I’ll talk. I saw Leopard Tree in the field with Cat Drive. He’s growing up to be a fine-looking colt.”

	Joe stopped eating long enough to say, “Stupid name. Sounds like an Appaloosa or something. He should’ve asked me first.”

	“Yeah, well, I remember your daddy saying the same thing when you picked your name.”

	Joe couldn’t argue with that so he just focused on his oats.

	“Besides, Cat Drive always likes her babies to have cat names. It’s her brand, and they win, so you can’t really argue with it.”

	Joe made a noncommittal sound. Lots of his foals had names that favored their dams. Like Miss Missive, his two-year-old filly a few stalls down. She was chestnut like her mom, Postal Lady. He’d never admit it, but Missive was one of his favorite children.

	Back in the old days, stallions would never have been racing at the same time their kids were. Their whole job was to race. Once retired from the track—if they were lucky enough to be picked up by a stud farm—they just made babies. But now stallions and mares could make their own decisions. The mares could space out foals, not having to be pregnant year after year if they didn’t want to. And they could still race between them if they maintained their racing form.

	Stallions had it way easier, not having to carry the babies. But they had to be attractive to the mares; either through personality, or more likely, the mare thought something in the stallion’s pedigree would work with something in hers to make an outstanding foal.

	Not that love matches didn’t happen. It just hadn’t yet for Joe and he wasn’t holding his breath.

	“Missive’s sleeping late today,” Haley said as Joe finished up. “She’s usually the first one awake.”

	“Yesterday’s race took a lot out of her—I told her not to try to set the pace.” Which was pretty hypocritical of him. He’d never met a race he hadn’t tried to set the pace of.

	“Do as I say…?”

	“It’s possible she’s as stubborn as I used to be.”

	“Used to be?” Haley dodged a kick Joe didn’t mean to hit him. “Well, somebody’s surly—and I don’t think it’s about Missive’s race.”

	“It’s that Walker-Graves syndicate guy. He came back last night when you were eating—why the heck can’t you eat here?”

	“I got a life, too, Joe.”

	“You used to tell me I was your life.”

	“Yeah, well, maybe I have a little bit of life that’s just mine.” He stroked Joe’s neck, as if he wanted to take any sting out of his words. “So the Walker-Graves guy…?”

	“Talked my ear off about switching teams.”

	The thing was, it wouldn’t be a bad arrangement. He’d be based near Belmont, with easy access to that track as well as Saratoga and other nearby ovals when he got a hankering to run and pick up some easy money—weren’t a lot of horses could catch him.

	“Walker-Graves is known for making some pretty sweet deals.”

	“Yeah, but I’d have to move to New York.”

	“Lots of good horses there. And it is ‘the’ city.”

	“Don’t need a city. Doing just fine here in the bluegrass state. I’m Kentucky born, and I don’t intend to leave.”

	“You sound just like my daddy always did—you’re both a couple of diehard Kentuckians.”

	Joe nudged him, nestling in to grab the apple Haley always hid in his pocket—Joe would fire him if he ever forgot his treat.

	He ate the apple happily, then meandered out of the stall to Missive’s stall. She was lying down, and Joe studied her.

	“What?”

	“I thought she’d win.” Joe’s eyes were soft as he looked at his little girl. He’d spent a lot of time working with her, racing with her, the two of them flying down the backstretch as he taught her how to run—how to win.

	Only not this time. It was still horse racing, after all. And there were a lot of other young horses dead set on making sure they got to the wire—and that nice freedom-buying money—first.

	“Yeah, well, she probably thought she’d win, too.” Haley sounded protective, which normally would have made Joe happy but today he felt cranky and wanted to argue.

	Not least because she’d finished dead last, nothing left from trying to run away with the race. “She should have won. If she couldn’t do that, she should have been in the money. But she didn’t even finish on the board.”

	“Don’t ride her about this. She feels bad enough as it is.”

	He knew Haley was right. Missive knew she’d screwed up. Her first words to him as he’d met her at the backside gate had been, “Dillinger Stables pulled their bid.”

	Joe hadn’t even known she’d been talking to them. Dillinger Stables would have been a coup for one of his kids. That it was his favorite foal, well, that would have been even sweeter, knowing her future was so bright. That she’d lost it with one race was mighty shortsighted of Dillinger, in Joe’s opinion, but maybe they’d come back once she had a chance to season.

	He walked off and saw Flicker ’N Flight looking out of his stall, his eyes wary as Joe moved past him. The little bay colt was a recent free agent who’d chosen to come to Fairweather Farms. He wasn’t Joe’s kid; he didn’t even seem to particularly like Joe. But he was really good on the track. So good he took Joe’s breath away, even if he’d never admit it.

	Joe knew Haley was impressed, too. He suspected his friend thought Flicker might prove even better than Joe was, but he’d never say it to his face.

	“Lightweight,” he muttered. Flicker was sensitive about his size, and Joe knew it.

	“Relic,” Flicker muttered back, stomping a little. His mane, long for a thoroughbred—in fact, he looked like a throwback to some of the Arabian foundation stallions—hung black and full. He arched his neck, looking even more exotic. No one could say he wasn’t a handsome colt. But looks weren’t everything.

	“You think you can take me, pretty boy?” Joe knew he was all stallion, prancing with the light shining off his black coat, stern and terrible in his strength. As if he had no time for sleek young colts who were going to grow up into gorgeous stallions that might actually give him a real run.

	Flicker tossed his head, as if in defiance, but ruined it by laughing a little nervously. “Like that would prove anything,” he muttered, as he looked away.

	Joe arched his neck in triumph, but then heard movement behind them—Missive was on her feet.

	Flicker eyed her in a gentle way. “You feeling better, Missy?”

	Both Joe and Haley shot him a sharp look. Missy?

	“Watch them,” Joe muttered.

	“What do you want me to do?”

	“What you’re paid to do.”

	“Yeah, that seems to change daily.” Haley rolled his eyes.

	Joe glanced over at Missive. She hadn’t answered her apparent admirer, was just looking at Joe without quite meeting his eyes. She started to fidget when he didn’t light into her. “I thought I had them beat.”

	“You outran yourself,” Flicker said gently. “I watched and you really could have held off some.”

	“Like you know jack about racing,” Joe said, giving him a stern glance even if the colt was absolutely right. Still if anyone was going to coach his girl, it was going to be him.

	“I paid my way out in record time, old man.” Flicker was practically on his toes, trying to look more macho.

	Joe didn’t have much of an argument. Flicker had paid his foaling fee off in record time. He almost certainly had champion two-year-old male sewn up.

	Missive shifted her weight, the nervous dance of any kid. “I’ll do better next time, Dad.”

	Joe let go of his posturing, his tone changing as he said, “I know you will. You’ll obliterate ’em next time, baby.”

	The tension went out of her at his words. Haley was smiling broadly. And even Flicker looked like he approved of old Joe.

	Haley gave Flicker a scratch on his chin the way the colt liked it. “What do you want on your oats today, my friend?”

	Flicker gave the equine equivalent of a shrug.

	“Surprise you?” Haley asked gently.

	Joe never liked surprises, but Flicker was a different kind of guy.

	“Yeah.” He was staring at Missive. “Whatever she’s having.”

	Haley laughed and went to the feed room, and Joe followed, watching him prep the food the way Missive liked it, which wasn’t all that different from the way he liked it. Acorn hadn’t fallen far from the tree in this case.

	“Give her extra maple,” Joe said, making Haley jump. Had he not heard him behind him?

	He knew he could move really quietly when he wanted to but was Haley’s hearing going downhill? He’d have to be sure to make more noise around him.

	“Too much maple’s not good for her,” Haley murmured.

	“She could use some cheering up. One time won’t hurt her.”

	“Dads and their little girls. My sis used to be able to wrap our father around her little finger, too.”

	“I’m not wrapped.”

	“Sure you are. But more maple it is.”

	As he worked, Joe sort of paced in front of the door.

	“Something else on your mind?”

	“No. Still that offer. New York.”

	“You take it. Or you don’t. Up to you, and you know I’ll go with you either way.”

	“But what do you want to do?”

	“Ain’t up to me, Joe.”

	“But if it were.”

	Haley took a deep whiff of bluegrass air and smiled. To Joe it smelled like green expanses, like hay, like warm, fast horseflesh. Belmont air probably smelled about the same if you were standing knee-deep in a racing barn.

	“I go where you go, Joe. Where that turns out to be is up to you.”

	“You’re not a lot of help.” Joe followed him back to Missive and Flicker, mumbling something about finding a more useful employee.

	Missive dug into her oats, then looked up. “Extra maple?”

	“Don’t thank me, girlie-girl. Your daddy gets all the credit.”

	“I didn’t get extra maple,” Flicker said, his lips pulled back in disappointment.

	“And I wouldn’t hold your breath till you do,” Joe said, nosing Haley away from his daughter and Flicker. “Come on. We’ve got a racing barn to wake up.”

	“Smell that bluegrass.” Haley took a deep whiff. “Dang, Joe. Is there a prettier place in the whole wide world?”

	He breathed it in, too. “Nope. Why would we ever want to leave this?”

	“So, no New York?”

	“No New York.” He hung his head over Haley’s shoulder for a moment and pressed his cheek to his. “You’d have gone with me? Left all this behind?”

	“You know it.”

	Joe felt safe. The way he always did with Haley.

	The way he only did with Haley.

	Why did he want to bring other two-leggers into this? Bosses and supervisors. When they could do this on their own. Couldn’t they?

	“Haley, good as I am, why am I still working for someone else?”

	“What are you thinking?” But Haley was grinning, like he was getting it. “Our own place?”

	“Yeah. Something new. A horse farm owned by an actual horse.” He neighed and began to prance, suddenly nervous. But excited too.

	“Lord knows you’ve got the money, Joe. But why start from scratch? Why not buy Fairweather Farms and rename it? Gus Abernathy is getting old, and I don’t imagine he’d put up much fuss at the idea of selling the place.”

	“You and Gus are friends.”

	“Joe, you and Gus are friends, too. You’re both just too danged surly to recognize that particular relationship.”

	Joe was pretty sure Haley was wrong but he liked where this conversation was going. “Feel him out. See if he’ll go for it.”

	“You got it.”

	Joe liked the idea more and more. He’d be free, his kids would be safe—they’d always have a home no matter how they did on the track. And he’d end up with horses like Flicker under contract, although he’d have to be a bit nicer to the bay if he was putting money in Joe’s own bank account. “It would be my legacy. To my kids.”

	“It would. The farm’s gorgeous. A Lexington icon. Smack dab in the middle of the best horse country in the world. More than just your kids would want to live there. Think of the rent money. Think of the horses we might mentor as they come up. I think this could work, Joe.”

	“Being the master of my own destiny appeals.” He gently nudged Haley. “As long as you’re with me.”

	“Always.”

	 

	
And Down the Stretch They Come

	Gray Dawn woke, got to his feet with a great deal of effort, and called for his human. Janice tended to oversleep after a late one, and she’d been out last night, celebrating a win by his daughter, Safe Haven. The pretty gray filly had gone off the favorite and hadn’t let her supporters down.

	Gray remembered those days. He’d quickly paid off his contract to the farm he’d foaled at and started racing for himself long before most horses ever got to. He had a cagey style of running—loved to sit back and wait for the right moment to pounce. He relied on his long stride and uncanny knack for figuring out just how much gas—so to speak—the frontrunners had in their tanks.

	And then he made his move. His move—he’d heard tell of the old days when jockeys did the deciding but had never seen them other than on vids.

	Gray could hear Safe Haven chattering with the man she’d hired on as her special assistant. Kevin did all the things you needed opposable thumbs for. And he did them loudly.

	Damn, why was everything so annoying these days? Gray knew he should have retired already. Gone off to a nice farm—he’d had plenty of big stud farms wooing him—and devoted his remaining years to having fun with some very fine mares.

	But he was proud. He was one of the best. Or had been. Now, he just wanted to win one last race. Even if he hadn’t raced in over a year.

	If he was honest, his desire to race might have something to do with Runaway Joe taunting him the other day when they’d bumped into each other—literally, big bully—in the grass the track had planted on the backside so the horses could graze.

	Joe was an ass. It was bad enough he’d bought the farm he’d once worked for and turned it into a successful venture—the first owned outright by a horse. For a year now, Joe had been raking in the bucks from his own races and all the horses attached to his farm, including Flicker ’N Flight, who everyone had pegged for winning the Triple Crown this year.

	Joe loved to rub Gray’s face in the fact he hadn’t won a race in two years. Gray saying the year off made his losing streak really only one year hadn’t helped matters. Just got him called “over the hill” and “washed up.”

	“Might as well put you out to pasture,” Joe had said, and his sleek black hide had gleamed like satin in the sunshine as he’d postured and sneered.

	Gray’s coat had gotten shaggy, and Janice didn’t seem terribly interested in grooming him these days. But he needed to make her do it—a stallion had a reputation to uphold, a look to maintain. How else was he going to attract nice mares when he did settle down to stud? Fortunes were made, futures secured, by keeping a stallion’s reputation and appearance nice and clean.

	“What are you doing up?” Janice was standing at the door to his stall, rubbing her eyes.

	“Get out of my way.” Gray opened the stall door and pushed past her. “I’m going to jog. But I need you to get some of this excess coat off me.”

	“Jog? Why?” She half ran to keep up with him. “GD, hold up. What’s this all about?”

	“I entered myself in a race, three weeks from now—just a grade three, but it’ll get me back in the game. The track was tickled to have me since I add class.”

	“Not if you lose. What the hell are you thinking? A graded stakes race after so much time off? You sure you don’t want to start slow—maybe with an allowance?”

	“Well, hell, back in the old days I could just go for a claiming race and declare myself done.” He thrust his head out, trying to knock her over, but she jumped back. Even hung over, Janice was quick. “You’re supposed to support me.”

	“I’m also supposed to help you maintain a good image. I’m a publicist, not a groom.”

	“You’re whatever I pay you to be.” He walked out to the opening of the shedrow. The cool air of an early Kentucky spring wafted to him, smelling of hot horses, liniment and bandages, but the only leather was from the straps that held the weights on for handicaps—he couldn’t wrap his mind around the idea trainers used to put a bridle around a horse’s head and a piece of metal in his mouth to control him. It was even more mind boggling that jockeys whipped horses—and that the horses stood for it.

	If anyone took a whip to him, he’d take them for a quick ride through the rail. And maybe back again for good measure. Not that he ever let anyone on his back except for Janice’s girl Deirdre. She was sweet and always brought him his favorite Gala apples. Janice brought mealy Red Delicious and thought he wouldn’t know the difference.

	“Mom, why are you being so mean to Gray?” Deirdre came out of a stall she was mucking out. She winked at him, and he bobbed his head the way he’d been doing since the girl first showed up on the backside and charmed him.

	“I’m just being realistic.” Janice sat down on a hay bale. “What’s brought this on? You’ve had offers on top of offers for where to retire. Here in Kentucky, up in New York, down in Florida, even overseas if you want to travel.”

	“I’m not ready. I am ready to run.” Well, ready might be an exaggeration. Ready to fall back to sleep was more like it.

	“Who else is in the race?” Deirdre asked, smiling slyly. She always seemed to get what drove him, and he loved to watch his old race vids with her, explaining his strategy for each one. She knew all the horses he might compete against—and how many times he had or hadn’t beaten them.

	Janice rolled her eyes. “Yes, do tell.”

	“Good horses. I’d be slumming to go for a lesser race.”

	“You haven’t raced in a year, and you were winless the year before.”

	He could feel his temper rising—something he’d inherited from his daddy. He pawed the ground, trying to work out his frustration before he said something to Janice that he’d regret.

	“Mom, let me talk to him.”

	Janice got up and rolled her eyes again, but she left the two of them alone.

	Deirdre fixed him breakfast, then went back to mucking out the stall as he ate. “New free agent coming in. Sapphira. Pretty horse. Bay with dapples.” She snuck a look at him and grinned. “Not as good as a gray with dapples, obviously.”

	“Damn straight.” Crap. Another up-and-coming young male. Just what he didn’t need. “Can’t wait to meet him.”

	“Her. Sapphir-a. That’s the feminine, doofus.”

	Gray Dawn snorted. She was the only one he allowed to call him stuff like that, and only in private. “Well, that’s okay, then. Pretty, you say?”

	“Very.” Deirdre reached into her pocket and pulled out an apple, then held it out, smiling as he took it very gently from her. “So who’s running in the race?”

	“Camelot Prince, Turnout Burnout, Runaway Joe, Santiago.”

	“Whoa. Runaway Joe? Are you nuts?”

	“He wasn’t even supposed to be entered. Didn’t sign up until my name was on the roster. Jerk.”

	She leaned against his shoulder. “You don’t have anything left to prove, Gray. Why can’t you see that? The stud farms are dying for you to just pick one and get them some babies who can run. You’ve already proven you can do that on a small scale with your little love affairs.” She batted her eyelashes, and he made the snort-whinny sound that was his version of a laugh.

	“Can’t help if a pretty young thing finds me attractive and wants to get in on the ground floor.” Trouble was, Safe Haven was from one of his last crops. Few quality mares had been looking him up when all he did was stand around the shedrow. “I gotta race, Deirdre. The offers from the stud farms…they aren’t what they used to be financially and I need to think about that. I should have snagged one when I was first eying retirement, when they were offering top dollar for me.”

	“So this isn’t just pride? This is need? Are we in trouble?”

	We. He loved that she made it them, not just him. “No, we’re fine for now.”
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