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UNABLE TO RESIST ANY longer, Mack picked up the remote control. She ran her fingers over the black plastic, the device soothing and familiar in her hand. Did drug addicts experience this same compulsion she wondered, this uncontrollable urge to slide into that place where pain was non-existent and memories were golden? 

She glanced around the darkened room as though someone might pop out and accuse her of destructive behaviour. Because it was destructive – she’d acknowledged that somewhere around the hundredth time she’d watched the video.

Everyone she knew was fed up with her. Some people in her shrinking circle of friends had told her to get on with her life in sharp, no-nonsense terms while others regarded her with disbelief. They couldn’t believe that someone with the determination and drive of an Olympic athlete would allow themselves to wallow in self-pity. A harsh laugh erupted from somewhere inside her. If self-pity was an Olympic sport, she’d surely take the gold.

Just one more time, she told herself. That heady sensation she experienced while watching the video was creeping into her veins already, easing the pain and regret, if only for a few moments.

She pushed play.

The familiar strains of O Canada filled the room. On the screen, Canadian flags fluttered against a blue sky. And then the words that never failed to thrill her filled the screen: Mackenzie Bradford, Canadian Olympian.

Mackenzie had never paid much attention to media coverage. She’d learned early on in her career that she would be treated favorably if she showed up on time, smiled and answered questions as honestly as possible. But now everything was different... now she studied the images on the television screen as though by doing so she could reclaim her former glory... images that captured the highlights of her career almost from the beginning. The short piece was a clever compilation of slightly grainy film from her childhood and the more current video shot and owned by television networks and event sponsors.

She knew every word of the narration by now. “Mackenzie Bradford rode her first horse almost as soon as she could walk.” She allowed a slight smile to flit across her lips. The exaggeration had been repeated so many times she was almost beginning to believe it.

As the timeline of her accomplishments rolled on, she leaned closer to the screen, forgetting for a moment the pain that flared up when she shifted her body that way.

The earlier shots were of her on her first jumper, Moonglow. An even tempered horse, Moonglow was willing and eager to work, but lacked the long-term stamina necessary for the upper levels of competition. Then Mack had fallen in love with Aurora, the magnificent chestnut gelding; it took only a couple of test rides to discover that they could work together.

The rest of the footage chronicled her rise in the world of show jumping. In later years, the outrageously handsome man at her side appeared more frequently. Mack tilted her head and studied one of her favorite shots of herself with Connor Macleod. The camera had caught them from behind as they stood by the paddock, horses in the background. Late afternoon sun had turned the dust golden, and Connor was looking into her eyes with that intensity she had come to recognize. She couldn’t remember what they’d been talking about; it could have been his desperate desire to win the next event, or perhaps he’d been filling her in on another of his endorsement deals. He’d won the bronze medal at the last Olympics, but privately he eschewed it, confiding to Mackenzie that he wouldn’t be content until he won gold.

Connor’s quest for gold was the only point of conflict between them. Men and women competed equally in Olympic Show Jumping, and Mack had been touted as having an excellent chance to win the gold at the next games. She and Connor were widely regarded as the golden couple of Canadian equine sports, both on and off the course. She’d often wondered if his attention was truly romantic, or if he simply wanted to keep a close eye on his competition.

As the familiar images rolled by, her mind wandered. It was impossible for Connor Macleod to photograph poorly; his finely chiseled features and perfectly groomed dark hair wouldn’t allow it. Her stomach clenched at the thought of seeing him again next week. He was currently at a competition in Rome, then after a quick stop in Vancouver to shoot another print ad, he planned to visit her here in Victoria.

Lost in thought, she missed the pre-Olympic interview she’d recorded at the CBC television studios in Vancouver. But her attention was drawn back to the screen when she heard her name announced, and there they were, herself and Aurora, flying over the course with perfect form and heart-stopping speed. But it hadn’t been quite enough. The rider from Argentina also had a clean round, and beat her time by two full seconds.

Surprisingly, she hadn’t minded. Tears filled her eyes as she watched the final scene unfold and the silver medal was placed around her neck. She didn’t need the video to remind her of that day. She only needed to close her eyes to feel the sun on her face, hear the roar of the crowd, the Argentinian national anthem, the flapping of the flags. It had been the proudest day of her life; Mackenzie Bradford, Olympic Silver Medalist.

“Try to be present,” her coach had told her right before the medal ceremony. “Soak it all in, because this might not happen again.” He’d given her arm an affectionate squeeze. “Life has a way of surprising us.”

The film credits started to roll up the screen and Mack stared at them, unseeing. Why did she remember those words now? Now when they were truer than ever.

The doorbell chimed twice, breaking her out of her reverie... Tori’s signal that she was coming in with her own key.

“I come bearing gifts.” Tori breezed in, walked around behind the sofa, dropped a kiss on the top of Mack’s head, then continued into the kitchen. Delicious smells followed her and Mack’s stomach growled in response.

“Was that a Lotus bag I spotted?” Mack twisted around to try and catch a glimpse of her best friend. She and Victoria Stanley had been friends for as long as she could remember. Small and petite, with a brilliant smile, it seemed to Mack that Tori was never still. As though to prove her point, she made a swing through the living room and flicked the switch that activated the curtains. Mack knew better than to complain, but she held a hand over her eyes as the last of the afternoon sun filled the room. A double set of French doors opened onto a spacious patio, and beyond that, the lawn sloped down to the water of Brentwood Bay. 

“I don’t really want to see outside,” sulked Mack. But contrary to her own words, she looked out eagerly. Had she really been sitting here most of the day, feeling sorry for herself?

Tori stood before her, hands on her hips. “Yes, I brought enough food for both of us. Mrs. Chin sends her regards, by the way.”

The image on the television had turned to snow. Tori picked up the remote and turned it off, her mouth tightening slightly. She held out both hands “Come on, time to stand up.” Her eyes narrowed. “I suppose you’ve been sitting there all afternoon. You probably have to pee.”

“Not really,” lied Mack. She was being childish and she knew it. “Can’t you just bring the food?”

Tori dropped her hands and walked toward the French doors. Throwing them open, she took a deep breath of air and studied the scene as though she’d never seen it before. “It’s beautiful out here. We’re not going to have many more warm days like this, so I think we’ll eat outside.” She turned back. “That is if you’re hungry.”

“I’m hungry,” admitted Mack. “But you’re right. I’ve been sitting here all afternoon and I’m so stiff I don’t think I can get up.”

“Then let me help you,” said Tori, walking back and holding out her hands once more. She looked into her friend’s eyes. “Do you need some pain pills?”

Mack shook her head.

“Good. The last thing we need is you hooked on pain pills.” Tori wiggled her fingers and braced one foot against the sofa. “Come on.”

The pain in Mack’s hip was almost unbearable as she allowed Tori to pull her upright. She knew better than to sit still that long. She reached for her cane and offered her friend a sheepish smile. “I think I’d better use the bathroom.”

“You’ll be all right?” Tori asked. “Give me a shout if you need help.”

Mack headed for the downstairs bathroom. It had been fitted with a ‘tall’ toilet and a sturdy wall-mounted handrail so she could pull herself up. Every time she used it, she vowed that she would have the original toilet fixture re-installed as soon as she could manage without it, and have the handrail removed.

She made her way back to the living room and paused for a moment, smiling at the sight of her friend sitting placidly at the patio table, a glass of mineral water in her hand. Tori had lit a few of the many patio candles, and soft light flickered in the gathering dusk. Tori was the only person who had never criticized her behaviour. Mack knew full well that her friend had her opinions, but was grateful not to hear them.

She made her way slowly across the living room. Fortunately, the beautiful old home boasted hardwood floors, and her family’s exquisite rugs had been rolled up and sent off for cleaning while Mack recuperated. 

“Thank you,” said Mack, easing herself into the chair Tori had thoughtfully lined with cushions. She held out her glass for mineral water and studied her friend. “You know, you’re the only person I know who hasn’t judged me for the way I’ve been acting.”

Tori’s arm stilled for a moment, then she continued pouring. She was silent as she screwed the top back on the bottle, then raised her eyes to Mack. “I wouldn’t exactly say that.”

Mack frowned. “What do you mean?”

Tori shrugged. “You said I’m the only person who hasn’t judged you, but that’s not true. Trust me, I’ve judged you... many times. I just haven’t said anything.” Tori placed her glass carefully on the table and leaned forward on her elbows. “I value our friendship too much to tell you honestly what I think of your behaviour.” She ran a finger around the rim of her glass. “You see, I’ve always had faith that you’ll snap out of it.” She grinned. “Like in that movie with Cher and Nicholas Cage. Remember how she tells him to ‘snap out of it’? Except I won’t slap you, of course, even though I’ve wanted to, many times.” She tilted her head to one side. “Something tells me you’re ready to snap out of it now.”

Mack nodded, unable to speak. She didn’t know what had happened this afternoon sitting in the darkened room, but her friend was right. Her life would never be the same, but it was time to draw on that reservoir of strength that had made her such a determined competitor and get on with it.

Tori’s eyes filled with tears of happiness. “I’m glad to hear it, my friend. Come on, let’s eat. And don’t you dare hog all the Almond Chicken.”

“How many times have I told you? You need to buy two orders.”

Tori rolled her eyes. “Get over yourself, Bradford.” She paused, chopsticks in the air. “It’s good to have you back, kiddo.”

The friends chatted amiably as they ate; very little food was left by the time they’d finished.

“We haven’t saved anything for Mel,” said Mack, tipping up one of the cartons to look inside. “I hope she wasn’t expecting leftovers.”

“No,” said Tori, with a slight frown. “She has a date tonight.”

Mack shook her head. “It seems like only yesterday that she was nine. That was what, ten years ago?”

“Nine,” said Tori, forcing a smile. “And I was nineteen.”

Mack could have kicked herself. “I’m sorry, Tori. I shouldn’t have brought that up.”

“It’s okay.” Her friend dabbed at her eyes. “You’d think it would get easier, but somehow it never does.”

“No,” said Mack, thinking of her own mother, living in the south of France with her new husband. Tori’s mother had fallen into a depression when she was nineteen, and her friend had taken responsibility for raising her younger sister. She’d done an amazing job, but Melanie had been stretching her wings recently, and Mack sensed some tension between the sisters that hadn’t been there just a year ago.

Mack chased the last few grains of rice around her plate, searching for the right words to express what she was thinking. “Are you concerned about her dating?”

“No, of course not.” The response was too quick. “Well, maybe a bit.”

Mack raised her eyes. “You’ve done an amazing job with her. She’s a good kid, Tor. You already know this, but you have to let her go at some point.”

Tori sighed and dropped her chopsticks with a clatter. “I know. And you’re right, she’s a good kid.” She gave a small, self-conscious shrug. “It’s just that it’s been so long since I dated myself, I’m afraid I won’t know what to say if she comes to me for advice.”

The admission was a reminder of what Tori had given up when she left UBC to come back home and be her sister’s main caregiver. The sisters had a loving father, but he was in a high stress, high paying job and traveled widely.

“I think any advice you could offer today would be much the same as when we were younger,” said Mack, trying to lighten the mood. 

“Do you think so?” Tori said hopefully.

Mack laughed. “I have no idea, but trust me, she’ll do fine.”

Tori shrugged. “I guess.” She glanced sideways at her friend. “It’s nice to hear you being concerned about someone else for a change.”

Mack blushed. “I have a lot to make up for, don’t I?”

Tori just smiled.

Mack narrowed her brow. “You could at least disagree.”

“What? You thought I was going to tell you that all of your friends enjoyed watching you dig a hole and crawl inside? Not happening.”

“Okay, okay. I deserve that.”

Tori raised an eyebrow.

“And to prove I’m serious, I think I’ll go to the farm tomorrow.”

This time Tori’s smile was genuine. “Can you make it on your own?”

Mack glanced toward the garage. “Yes. It’s not far and I’ll take the back roads.” She reached for some more mineral water. “Let the healing begin.”
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THE NEXT MORNING, MACKENZIE dressed carefully, studying herself in the full-length mirror. It was hard to look confident with a cane, but she’d been assured by her doctors that the time would come when she didn’t need it, and she held onto that promise now as she walked into the attached garage.

Her heart pounded as she opened the door of her Range Rover. Today wasn’t the first time she’d driven, but it was the first time she would visit the farm since the accident. It had to be done eventually, but her stomach churned at the thought of returning.

All too soon she spotted the arch leading into the property. Many years ago, her father had commissioned a sign for the entrance with the official name of Sycamore Farms. Mack would have preferred more discreet signage, but kept it in memory of the man who had been her greatest supporter.

Sycamore Farms comprised a staggering two hundred and forty acres in the middle of Saanich, on the outskirts of Victoria. Acquired many years ago, the land was now worth a fortune, but her father had turned down massive amounts to purchase it over the years. A little piece of paradise in the midst of a sprawling city, he’d often told Mack of his wish that it remain as it was. When he passed away five years ago, she had been relieved to learn that he’d kept his promise to pass the land on to her.

Unlike her mother, Mack’s father had always been supportive of her desire to excel at show jumping. Her only regret was that her father hadn’t seen her win the silver medal, but the years had taken the edge off her disappointment. Thank goodness he couldn’t see her now.

The Brentwood Bay home had originally been purchased as a summer retreat but the old, classic architecture appealed to Mackenzie, and she now lived there year ‘round.

Mackenzie’s mother had been well provided for in her husband’s will, and promptly sold the family’s massive waterfront home in Oak Bay. A generous stock portfolio had added to her allure, and she now resided in Toulouse, France with her new husband, Jean-Guy Bouchard.

Grateful for any distraction, Mack allowed these thoughts to drift through her mind as she crossed the small creek that bisected the property. It emptied into a small lake – more of a large pond, really – that was rarely seen by anyone who didn’t work or ride at the farm. She rolled down her window, noting that the creek was running low. Full of tadpoles in the spring, Mack had spent many happy hours at the pond when she was young, and she’d named it Tadpole Lake. Much to her delight, her father had erected a small hand-painted sign shortly after he discovered that she’d named it. The sign still stood, a testament to her father’s love.

A familiar whinny floated across the still morning air. Her heart swelled as she recognized Shooting Star. As usual, the mare had recognized her vehicle, and by the time Mack neared the barn Shooting Star was waiting for her, eyes alert as she eased herself slowly from the SUV. She’d been asked many times in interviews if the names of her horses – Shooting Star, Moonglow and finally Aurora – had any significance. The names led to all sorts of suppositions, but instead of coming up with some fake ‘cosmic’ reply, she told the truth... that the names seemed to fit each horse.

With her heart in her throat, she approached the fence. “Hello my friend,” she said, allowing Shooting Star to nuzzle her hand. From inside the barn, Moonglow nickered softly, and she knew she’d been right to come back today.

She was about to continue the conversation with her old friend when she became aware of someone standing in the open door of the barn. She turned slowly to see Buddy Phillips smiling a lop-sided grin, watching her from under bushy eyebrows.

Walter “Buddy” Phillips had been in charge of the barns for as long as Mack could remember. Mack might own the farm now, but Buddy was firmly in charge. His knowledge of horses was encyclopaedic, and he’d been devoted to Mack’s father.

“Hello girlie,” he said, drawing her into a gentle, affectionate embrace. “It does my heart good to see you here.” He released her and Mack caught the glint of a tear.

“How are you, Buddy?” She looked deeply into his eyes. It was always hard to tell with this man; he rarely gave anything away. Still handsome in that rough-hewn way, Buddy had suffered greatly when his wife of only 8 years died from cancer twenty-four years ago. He’d never re-married, claiming that “The Farm” took up all his time. But just last year, Buddy’s world had been turned upside down when a stunningly beautiful woman brought her horse for one of the coveted boarding spots at the farm. The owner of a day spa in Victoria, Rachel George was perfect for Buddy. Elegant and outgoing, she shared Buddy’s love of horses, and the farm manager had fallen in love for the second time in his life.

Buddy ducked his head. “I’m fine,” he said, blue eyes looking past Mack to where Shooting Star had wandered off. “Rachel was asking about you last night.”

“Please tell her I’m sorry I haven’t been in touch.” Mack’s fingers tightened on the handle of the cane and she forced herself to stand a little straighter. “I’ll call her soon.”

“She’d like that.” His whole demeanour softened at the mention of Rachel’s name. It never ceased to amaze Mack how much Buddy had changed since Rachel appeared on the scene. Did Connor react that way when someone spoke to him of her? She doubted it. Come to think of it, there were a lot of things about Connor Macleod that Mack doubted. He’d come to her side immediately after the accident, but she’d seen very little of him since. He’d been photographed coming out of the hospital and she couldn’t help but wonder if he’d tipped the press off about his visit. She sighed and turned her attention back to Buddy, realizing he’d spoken.

“Sorry, my mind was somewhere else.”

He tilted his head toward the barn. “You going in?”

Mack glanced nervously at the wide door. She couldn’t see inside, but she knew every inch of the building, every item in the tack room, and every stall. She’d grown up here.

There were usually a couple of grooms around, but the building appeared empty. “Looks quiet today.”

Buddy nodded. “Yup.”

Mack’s gaze flickered to the older man, then back to the barn. “I’m nervous, Buddy.”

Buddy nodded again. “I understand.”

“I’m not sure if I can do it,” she said, her voice little more than a whisper.

Buddy eyed her steadily. “If not today, when?”

Mack had dozens of reasons why not. She’d been making excuses ever since she woke up in the hospital bed, but even she didn’t believe them anymore.

“When indeed,” she murmured. She moved her cane and stared at the ground, seemingly fascinated by the concentric circles it had left in the dirt. “Will you be around?”

“No. I have to go to town.” 

“Just as well,” she said, her voice trembling. “This is something I need to do alone.”

A faint smile touched Buddy’s lips. “You’ll be fine,” he said, resting a hand on her shoulder for a brief moment before he headed toward his pick-up.

Mack wasn’t sure, but she thought she caught him watching her in his rear view mirror as he pulled out. The older man didn’t say much, but he’d known her forever and was tuned in to her emotions. He wouldn’t have left her alone if he thought she needed support, she knew that with all her heart.

She watched until the pick-up disappeared and there was no further reason to delay. Time to face her demons.

She walked slowly toward the familiar building, aware that the pain in her hip had been supplanted by the pain in her heart. She hadn’t told anyone, but she still woke up most nights in a cold sweat, trembling as she re-lived the accident. No matter how many times she’d been told otherwise, she still held herself responsible.

Guilt and grief. The two powerful emotions had crippled her along with the fall. But instead of dealing with them the way she’d always dealt with setbacks in her career, she’d pushed them down, refusing to acknowledge them. She paused outside the door. By coming here today, she was taking the first step. She turned and looked back, in the faint hope that Buddy might be returning. Mack wanted him by her side now, her hand safe in his the way it had been when she was a child.

“Stop it,” she said aloud. “You’re just looking for an excuse to get out of this.” She took another step forward until she was standing on the cement that separated the rows of stalls on either side of the large building.

Calm settled over her as she stood in the doorway, taking it all in. Her life had changed dramatically, but here where she’d spent some of the happiest days of her life, nothing seemed different. Dust motes danced in the slanting rays of the sun and she allowed her eyes to drift shut as the warmth of the sun beat into the aching muscles of her back. The sounds and smells were still there, and as she became attuned, she detected the gentle shuffling of a horse in one of the far stalls. Heart pounding, she made her way to the third stall on the left.

The door was open, and she could tell at a glance that Buddy had not assigned another horse to the stall. Glancing up, she saw that Aurora’s nameplate was still screwed into the top of the sliding door. The stall had an expectant air about it, as though waiting to welcome a new occupant but Aurora’s spirit was still very much present. For a moment Mack could almost hear his delighted snuffles as his soft mouth picked half an apple from her open palm.

And then she saw it. His bridle had been looped through the rails of the outside window at the end of the stall. She made her way across the stall and fingered it, unwilling at first to take it down. And then she was pulling at it clumsily, balancing on her cane with one hand and pulling the bridle with the other, then clutching it to her chest with heaving sobs.

The enormity of her loss struck her anew as she realized that this was as close to Aurora as she would ever be again. She held the bridle to her cheek, inhaling the familiar odors of leather and horse. Moving unsteadily toward the side wall, she found momentary relief from the pain in her hip as she slumped against it. Still clutching the bridle, she slid down the wall until she was sitting on the floor.

Six weeks. Okay, thirty-nine days, but however you counted it, it was a lifetime ago. She swiped at her nose with the back of her hand and thought back to that brilliant summer day.
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Chapter Three
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“YOU’RE UP EARLY.” BUDDY’S gravelly voice caught her by surprise as she led Aurora outside. His gaze took note of the way she’d tacked up the horse. “Just going for a ride, I see.”

“Yeah. We had a good workout yesterday, so I think we’ll take it easy today.” She shielded her eyes and looked up at the clear sky. “Thought I’d get out before it gets too hot.”

“Good thinking.” Buddy started to go into the barn, then turned back. “By the way, I’m going to call that new equine vet today. See if he can stop by and take a look at Moonglow. That hoof is still tender.”

“Good idea. I looked in on her this morning, but I didn’t feed either her or Shooting Star because I know you’ve been giving them a special diet.” Aurora was impatient to get going, but she quieted him as she discussed a few more farm items with Buddy. “By the way,” she said, “what’s the new vet like? I hear he came from Spruce Meadows.”

Buddy shrugged. “He did a lot of work there, but his practice was closer to Okotoks, I believe.” He tugged at his bushy eyebrows, something he did when puzzled. “He doesn’t talk much, but he definitely knows what he’s doing. Can’t quite figure out what he’s doing here on the island, though. Not with his level of expertise.”

Mack pretended to be affronted. “What do you mean? Our horses are as important as anyone else’s.”

Buddy grinned. “You know what I mean. All I know is, we’re lucky to have him in these parts. Have a good ride.”

Mack turned back to her impatient horse. “All right, all right. Where shall we go today?” She mounted, skirted the practice course and headed for one of several riding trails.  The property was almost level, but there were some interesting areas near the sparse woods, and along the edge of Tadpole Lake that she favored. The early morning sunlight was still low in the sky, causing her to squint, but the air was fresh and she hummed happily to herself, allowing Aurora to take the lead and headed for the trees.
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