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      Everyone should set themselves on fire at least once in their life.

      For Faye, that one time was Nate Miller. Oh, it had been exhilarating at first, dancing through the flames, assuming it wouldn’t consume her — because she did not get attached. That was her rule. But somewhere along the way, something had gone wrong, and in the end, she’d been burnt. Crispy and black around the edges, with no one to blame but herself. Though she blamed Nate anyway, because hating him felt better than loathing herself.

      And now, someone’s hands covered her eyes from behind like blinker cups, to shield her from the scene on the shedrow.

      Nate. Liv. A bottle of champagne, and...

      “We’re supposed to be dancing.” Emilie, Liv’s younger sister and perhaps, now, Faye’s best friend, steered Faye away, and towards the band.

      Faye’s appearance was required at the Queen’s Plate party. A whisker was the difference between that party being here, at Barn Five, home of Triple Stripe Racing Stables, instead of Barn Twelve where her brother’s trainees were stalled. A whisker. But while she could hate Nate for being the cause of her pain, she couldn’t hate Liv for her horse having the victorious whisker. Okay, she did want to hate Liv, just a little, but not for that. And Nate was on the horse with that whisker, so…

      “I called it, didn’t I?” She hated being right about them, and couldn’t help but look over her shoulder like the witness to a train wreck as Em dragged her away. Except it wasn’t going to be a train wreck. It would be sweet, Liv, like one of her beloved horses, some combo of curiosity and self-preservation as she so cautiously moved closer to him; Nate holding out his hand like he was asking her to dance, all handsome and chivalrous. If she’d been watching a Hallmark romance instead of her best friend and her ex, it wouldn’t be stinging like the wasps that hid out in the galvanized gates at the farm, coming from nowhere to pierce you when you disturbed them.

      Em gave her another tug, but not before sweet got a little bit closer to steamy. There was some repressed stuff in her friend Liv, apparently.

      “Maybe so,” Em concurred. “You also told Liv not to use you as an excuse.”

      She had. Otherwise, Liv would have suffered in silence, continued to deny her feelings for the one guy even Faye had to admit was perfect for her.

      “And I saw you eyeballing his friend,” Em continued.

      “Hmmm, yes. Time to get back on the horse, right?” Had she really just used a horse-based cliché? This is worse than I thought.

      What she really wanted to do was to keep drinking the free-flowing cheap champagne, to wash away the image of Liv and Nate looking so…inevitable. But, to give Nate just a tiny bit of credit, getting his buddies to come play at the party had been a brilliant idea.

      Nate’s buddy from Calgary was a nice surprise. Not her type; he was tall, and Faye didn’t know why, but she’d always gone for short men. Probably because they were accessible. Maybe she liked to take on their big egos. She’d grown up in a horse racing family,  and spent plenty of time on the Woodbine backstretch in her formative years. Her six-foot brother was a giant back here. Nate, at five-six, was tall for a jock. He also lacked some of that ego. That probably should have been a warning sign for Faye.

      She and Em elbowed to the front of the group collecting as the music started. She had a good view of the friend here. Will, wasn’t it? Time to work with that. Em started dancing, and Faye joined in, because bouncing to the beat was as good a way as any to get her mind off the scene on the shed.

      Will, as it turned out, was proving to be an excellent distraction. His voice was a bit rough, the timbre of it making things in her hum. The rakish angle of the guitar, the broad shoulders, and the beautiful long fingers that moved smoothly over the frets amplified the effect.

      She leaned into Em, mouth by her ear, and hissed, “I bet he’d sizzle if I kissed him. I bet I’d burn my tongue.”

      Em laughed. “That’s more like it.”

      Faye knew now she was Nate’s rebound, even if both of them had been in denial about that for most of the relationship. His brokenness had appealed to her; his attempt to pretend he was fine, when he was anything but. She’d never been the woman who felt the need to fix guys, and at the outset he’d just fit her usual, basic, criteria — single, hot (both physically and professionally) apprentice rider. She’d honestly just wanted her typical short-term gig. But despite thinking he’d go for that early on, he’d turned the tables on her when she hadn’t been able to reel him in on the first cast. She’d been intrigued. The chase was going to be a little harder this time. She’d thought it might be fun. Maybe it was for a while.

      Fake champagne and the music helped numb her. She didn’t care at the moment how she was getting home. She’d come with Dean, assuming Liv would give her a ride. Dean had left ages ago — hadn’t even waited to see the band. Her big brother kept an eye out for her, but he wasn’t a party kind of guy. He knew someone would get her home safe, because she wasn’t going to adhere to his old-man hours. Em was responsible; it would probably be her. But Faye saw a fresh challenge before her now. Will would be a fine chauffeur. She could think of several ways to thank him. She didn’t even know the guy, and she already had plans for him tonight. Seemed like as good a way as any to break out of her slump.

      They were playing covers, from oldies and 90s stuff all the way through to current tunes. Oooh, that one’s perfect. The Flys’ Got You Where I Want You. She snagged Will’s eyes as the hum in her continued — or was it a coincidence that he’d looked at her just then? She gave him a smile anyway, like the song demanded, slow and sultry. Closing her eyes as she swayed, she let the distance between them vanish, in her mind, at least, trying the idea on.

      When the song ended, her little fantasy blew up, because Nate was next to him now, grabbing the mic. It was annoying as hell that he’d messed up her escape. But him being there meant Liv was hiding out somewhere.

      Faye didn’t owe her anything.

      But for eleven years, Liv had been her best friend. And Faye was not standing up here now that Nate was singing.

      She turned her back on the band and weaved through the bodies amid whoops and whistles as Woodbine’s freaking Golden Boy — Plate-winning jockey, last year’s Sovereign and Eclipse award-winning apprentice…and breaker of her heart — started in with Panic! At the Disco’s Victorious. Of course.

      The kiss from her Prince Charming had not miraculously transformed Liv into an extroverted princess. She stood on the fringes, just enough apart from everyone to look her awkward self, too afraid of her own body to even step in time to the music’s beat. She probably didn’t even dance when there was no one around. Faye had given up trying to drag her into it, because it had just started to feel cruel.

      Right this moment, Faye wished Liv wasn’t her best friend. She wished she could either ignore her, or let fly with the barbs poking in her brain. But she probably shouldn’t even acknowledge that she’d seen anything, because Liv would only be embarrassed. And Liv didn’t mean to hurt. It wasn’t her fault that she and Nate were better suited than Nate and Faye ever could have been. Nice guys are wasted on me anyway.

      She hoped Will wasn’t a nice guy.

      She sidled up to Liv, looping arms. “They’re good,” she said. “I’m impressed. Too bad Nate had to join in.” Couldn’t you have distracted him just a bit longer? Just a bit of snark. She couldn’t help it.

      “Too bad security will probably shut them down any time.”

      You’re probably looking forward to that. But Faye said, “Gotta make hay while the sun shines then, sweetie!” She started bopping around, even if it was to Nate’s voice. Liv smirked as Faye jostled her, but none of it was rubbing off on her.

      Wait — that wasn’t another horse reference, was it? Making hay? I need to watch that.

      Nate was on to Finding Out True Love Is Blind now, which was a little risqué for this venue, but damn, Faye loved that song, even if it was older. He liked older stuff, the Golden Boy did. And as Nate’s taste went, this one wasn’t actually that old.

      “Where did Em go?” she yelled at Liv over the music.

      “No idea.”

      “She’d better not have left.” Faye had already growled at a couple of guys who’d thought they’d try their luck with her, so it was time to secure her ride before she got any drunker. She spotted Em. “Sorry, sweetie, you gotta excuse me.”

      At least it was the backside, and not a dance club, so Liv could always slink back to the shed if she wanted and commune with one of the horses. Faye wasn’t worried about her fending for herself. Even without the Nate development, men had always backed off from Liv for the most part, between the anti-social veneer she’d perfected and her status. Liv would hate hearing it, but she was kind of racetrack royalty: daughter of the owner of a prominent stable. She worked hard, but it hadn’t hurt her any to have that behind her.

      Faye reached Em just in time to scream out the last lines of the song, and they collapsed into laughter. Faye grabbed the plastic glass out of Emilie’s hand and downed what remained of the golden liquid in it. Then Nate was back to Panic! At The Disco, Collar Full, and he only had eyes for Liv, who had not, surprisingly, retreated. The song was kind of perfect for them. Faye would have loved it if she didn’t hate it. Em probably didn’t notice, whereas Faye felt like Nate might as well be serenading Liv under a window. She needed more fake champagne.

      It was a relief when it was over and he relinquished the mic, giving Will a man-hug before leaving them. She and Em squished their way back to the front as Will started a new song, all gravelly voice and guitar. He was singing Blue October’s Soar. That wasn’t actually the name of the song, but it’s how Faye always thought of it. Once again she obeyed the lyrics he sang, smiling at him, looking up, and there was no question this time that Will was returning the gaze, his eyes dark but soft and seeing her. It sent a warm rush through her, on top of the vibration of the deep-down hum, and in that instant she felt like this was her destiny. He is my destiny. Then her head went dizzy and pain shot up the side of her neck. She dropped her chin and jammed a thumb into the overstretched muscle. This is why I don’t date tall guys.

      There was a buzz of activity behind them, and Faye turned sideways — because her neck hurt too much to just glance over her shoulder. Sure enough, a security guard stood talking to Roger and Nate and Liv. Nate made a gesture with a finger across his throat to Will, and the band stopped playing. Em pushed out her lower lip and headed towards Nate and Liv while Roger wandered to the food and drinks, where a couple of the grooms were starting to pack everything up. The Triple Stripe crew would eat well for a few days.

      Faye followed Em slowly, concentrating hard on negotiating the lawn as her heels poked through the grass, in no hurry to join the lovebirds. In her advanced state of inebriation, she couldn’t be trusted to maintain a filter.

      “Oh well, we had a good run,” Nate was saying with a shrug.

      Faye grabbed Em’s arm and pulled her to the side. “Can I catch a ride home with you?”

      Em glanced at Liv, whose head was tilted into Nate, and Faye couldn’t help watching them. They weren’t touching, but there was an intimacy there, and it hurt. I need the pain to go away. Which meant either more alcohol, or getting out of there.

      “Em?” she hissed.

      “I came with Liv,” Emilie said apologetically.

      “Maybe she’ll go with Nate, and you can take me with you in her car.” Liv was still Liv, so Faye didn’t imagine Nate driving her home would end with her in his bed, but wouldn’t they want to prolong this disgustingly magical evening?

      “This is my sister we’re talking about. I’m sure we can give you a ride.”

      Which would be all sorts of awkward, even with Em there. Faye sighed. “Let me know when you’re leaving.” What choice did she have? She could just ride in the back seat and pray she passed out.

      Em went to help with the food, Liv went to check on her horse, and Nate went over to the band where the guys were loading equipment into a van.

      Was it too late to make a play for Will? It was desperation, not destiny. Destiny was not a real thing. Even if Nate and Liv made a pretty good case for it.

      Nate glanced her way, but she was beyond caring enough to try to read his expression. He said something in parting to Will, and headed for the shedrow. He and Liv had to tuck their precious baby in together, right?

      Well. Hello. Will was headed in her direction. Maybe the night wasn’t a complete failure. There was no more music, but the hum rose up again as he got closer. Okay, truth be told, it was probably the fake champagne.

      “Will, wasn’t it?”  She was conscious of pronouncing her words, and hoped it wasn’t obvious. She didn’t offer her hand, because she at least remembered she’d done that earlier, and it would seem like she was trying too hard if she did it again. She wasn’t the girl who fell over a guy, no matter how much she needed him to help her get over Nate Miller. “That was fun.” And that was lame.

      “You’re—” He stumbled over his tongue before taming it. “—Liv’s friend.”

      Nice recovery. Sort of. At least she wasn’t the only one who was less than smooth tonight. If he and Nate were real friends, he would know exactly who she was. Would that be a problem? Was there a code? Would Will think it was wrong to sleep with his friend’s ex? Did guys care about that? She couldn’t worry about it. She’d never been Nate’s property, and couldn’t let her past with him dictate her possible future. Drive on.

      “So what do you do when you’re not, you know, rocking the backstretch?”

      “You’re assuming this isn’t a full-time gig?”

      “Well, I haven’t heard you on the airwaves, so…”

      “Maybe I don’t normally play the kind of music you listen to.”

      “Do you know what kind of music I listen to?”

      He looked like he was thinking hard, thumb and forefinger resting on his chin. “The poppy side of Alternative, I’m going to say. The Killers. Maybe City and Colour. Bastille.”

      “Not bad. Are you mocking my musical tastes?”

      “No. Everyone has their own taste, and just because mine might be different, it doesn’t mean that it’s better than yours.”

      “That sounds very diplomatic. Do you mean it, or are you just saying it?”

      He chuckled, the crimping of fine lines around his eyes and those tasty-looking lips as he smiled making him even more attractive. She wished she had something in her hands, because suddenly she didn’t know what to do with them. They wanted to grab his t-shirt and pull him down, press her mouth to his, and see if he really did sizzle. “I knew Nate had secrets, but how did I miss you?” It came out breezy and breathless. Maybe she was laying the sultry on too thick.

      “He’s a busy guy. And our schedules don’t exactly mesh.”

      “So we’re back to, what do you do, when you’re not rocking —”

      “The backstretch — is that what you called this? What does that even mean.”

      “Damned if I know.”

      “Want to grab a coffee?”

      Faye’s eyebrows shot up. The biggest party night of the year for the racing crowd and this guy wants coffee? But she smiled, coyly, she hoped. Considering she’d thought she’d gotten nowhere at all, she would not stick her nose up at this offer.

      “Sure.”

      She’d found her ride home after all.
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        * * *

      

      So, this was Nate’s ex.

      She was…lovely. That’s the word Will had used when he’d seen pictures, instead of the more raw reaction her appearance inspired. Not that Nate had exactly shared them, but she was obviously a social media fan, and tagged him relentlessly. Nate did have his own accounts, though Will didn’t really know what for. To torture himself about the past, mostly, was Will’s bet.

      Picnics. Dancing. Downtown. Hashtags galore. But Will had never met her. Nate hadn’t brought her out to their jam sessions like the other guys sometimes brought their girlfriends. It wasn’t as if she’d been a secret, but he’d kept her in a weird bubble — like the rest of this bizarre horse world.

      Will had dated horse girls in Calgary. Ones that rode those jumping horses and had dreams of the big classes at Spruce; ones that rode barrel races and were determined to compete at the Stampede. Where did racetrack horse girls fit? Nate’s ex was forward, that was for sure. She’d had her eye on him all night.

      She was still Nate’s ex.

      Before she’d been Nate’s ex she’d been his rebound, and Will knew one thing for certain: he wasn’t going to be hers. He’d do this favour for Nate, and make sure she got home safe — even though it was wildly out of his way — so she didn’t have to ride with his new girlfriend (as of the last minute, apparently). Even though the two women were supposed to be best friends. The whole thing was strange.

      Nate had offered to let him crash at his place, but Will was used to late nights, and this one was not late. It was only just getting dark. He could do this little thing, for his oldest friend, and still be home earlier than he would have been on a work night.

      She’d been looking all forlorn over there, now that things were winding up and she was left on her own. The look didn’t quite fit her. She didn’t look comfortable with it. And that made Will feel sorry for her. So, he’d walked over there like it wasn’t planned; enjoyed her face as it brightened.

      She was trying to play it cool, hide that she had an agenda, which Will was pretty sure was to use him to make herself feel better about the obvious fact that Nate was totally — though apologetically, because he was Nate — into someone new.

      Her expression when he suggested coffee had been priceless. He saw a lot of drunk people in his line of work, and she’d had enough alcohol tonight. And while there was something about the whole damsel in distress thing, she was likely the type who would punch him if he called her that to her face because she’d be too proud to admit she’d found herself in such a position. This wasn’t the real her. It caught Will off guard, but he found himself wanting to know the real her. The her that had drawn Nate in enough to stay with her for eight months.

      “C’mon,” he said, motioning to his Chevy as the other guys tucked the last cords into the van. She teetered on heels that looked dangerously unstable for a sober person, let alone one in her tipsy state. She slipped into the passenger seat, and he swung the door shut.

      “Is there some pact that guys from Calgary have to drive beat up old vintage cars that are probably older than they are?” she asked, her eyes travelling over the Camaro’s dash with one eyebrow quirked. Despite her level of impairment, she looked classy. Classy and smart. The alcohol was merely a coping mechanism.

      “Is there a problem with that? What do you drive?”

      “Let’s see if you can guess that like you did the music.”

      Will pulled on his seatbelt and put his foot on the clutch. “You’re going to have to tell me how to get out of here, because I’m pretty much lost.”

      She directed him to what he recognized to be Highway 27, but heading north, instead of south back into the city. He figured she was a Starbucks kinda girl, but wondered where the hell around there would be one of those. It seemed like solid Tim Horton’s territory.

      He shouldn’t have worried. She probably had an app that told her the location of every last franchise.

      Even under the dwindling influence of too much cheap champagne, she had a quick smile and a thank you for him as he held open the door and let her walk through. The rich smell of coffee overtook the subtlety of her perfume, and he breathed it in, the sharp blast of pressurized steam frothing milk punctuating the background buzz of seated patrons. It was one of his favourite things, the quiet atmosphere of a coffee shop — at least if they served proper espresso.

      Faye ordered a cappuccino — double-shot Venti. Seemed a good choice.

      “Same,” Will said. “Want something to eat?” He looked down at her, but she shook her head. “I’ll have one of those brownies.” They’d cleared the food by the time the band had been done playing, and he was kind of hungry, but the savoury stuff wouldn’t have dealt with being almost a day old as well as the sweets would have.

      He reached for his wallet, but Faye waved her phone in front of him. “I’m buying. I collect rewards. And the least I can do is pay.” She glanced up at him with one of those cute smiles she’d been giving him all night, then flashed the phone in front of the reader.

      They lucked out with a table, someone leaving just as they picked up their order. The place looked to be populated predominantly by students, tucked behind laptops looking either intent, or bored, or in some cases, asleep.

      Faye stood out, and it was more than because of the way she was dressed — the fancy outfit, the makeup that had withstood the day’s events. She had an air, though it seemed a little deflated, a light that was running a few watts lower than it should be. Anger poked at him, catching him off guard. Nate had done this, to this beautiful person. Nate said she’d broken up with him, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t suffered for it.

      “Is there a school close to here?” he said to make conversation before he lifted his cup.

      “Humber College’s main campus is just over there.” Her chin lifted, indicating the direction.

      She reached for the brownie, long fingers breaking off a chunk, and placed it languidly on her tongue. Didn’t want something herself, but had no problem scavenging his. Her lips closed, savouring, in her own little world for a moment before she swallowed and chased it with the cappuccino.

      “So why did you come to Toronto? Were you running from something too?”

      She was talking about Nate, of course, but he hoped his flinch wasn’t visible. It wasn’t like Nate, the reason he’d left. Nate’s impetus had been all angst and drama — not that it hadn’t been warranted. “I came on a scholarship to U of T for music.”

      “Wow. So it’s a serious thing for you. Did you finish your degree?”

      “And started a masters.”

      “Wow.” She was still a little drunk, he could tell; more impressed than she should be by that. “What do you plan to do with that?”

      “Nothing. I mean, I could teach, but I’m not a teacher.”

      “How do you know?”

      She had him there. Cue subject change. “So this Queen’s Plate thing is a big deal?”

      Her laugh came easily, a clear timbre behind her vocal chords that made him wonder if she could sing. “You don’t know that? It’s Canada’s most famous horse race. It’s the longest continuously-run sporting event in North America. During war time when the Derby wasn’t run, the Queen’s Plate went on.” She could have done a commercial for the event. “The Plate is special. I love the Plate. It’s when Woodbine dresses up and shines. I get to wear a hat.” She put another piece of brownie on her tongue, and Will fixated on it until she pursed her lips and looked perplexed. “I have no idea where I left my hat.”

      He hadn’t seen the hat, but she was ridiculously adorable. Her dark hair had probably been a bit tidier when she’d been wearing it. Definitely before the band started playing. The way she’d been swinging her head around as she danced had left those wavy tresses in sexy disarray. Not that he’d been watching her dance. No, not at all. He blinked it out of his mind.

      “Your brother works on the farm?” Will was picturing a straw hat and suspenders; combines and hay rakes, maybe a few beef cattle. In other words, his childhood memories of his grandfather back in Alberta.

      “He does some stuff, but he has a live-in manager to run things. Technically he’s a trainer. He has a public stable here.” She gestured in the general direction of the racetrack. “Well, there. About twelve horses, mostly for clients he inherited from my father, and a few of our own that he bred — again, the result of my father’s breeding program. Some of them he’s had to sell pieces of here and there to keep things going.”

      “Pieces? Like an ear? Or a tail?”

      Faye smirked. “A comedian, I see. Do you really know nothing about racing? Like Nate doesn’t tell you anything?”

      “I think getting together with me and the guys to play some music is his escape from it, to be honest.”

      She looked slightly bewildered. “Huh. I never got the impression Nate felt it was anything he needed a break from.”

      Will shrugged. “Maybe when he was with you, you gave him that break.” He thought of those social media posts, a picture record of their time together, and made a mental note to check to see if she’d deleted them, erased what she could when the biggest reminder was an unavoidable part of her life.

      She looked completely sober now, her face impassive as she seemed to absorb that thought. The flicker in her eyes was a little nostalgic.

      “Well if so, he’s gone full immersion now.” She straightened, stealing another morsel of brownie so that there was only a tiny piece left. “Let’s not talk about my ex, all right? That’s just bad manners on a date.”

      “This is a date?”

      “It would be weird if we dated, wouldn’t it?”

      “I don’t know. Because our friends are involved? That’s just life.”

      “I suppose. Besides which, Nate and Liv are far too engrossed in their own lives to probably even notice, right?”

      There was a touch of bitter there. A hint of resignation. He felt bad for her, that she’d happened to fall for someone who, plunked into different circumstances — a different time, a different place — might have really loved her. Will didn’t understand the racehorse world or its people, but he’d been around enough horse girls to understand that their priorities were a little skewed. The racetrack seemed a level deeper, a place where you just ended up with someone you worked closely with because you were together all the time anyway.

      “Sorry. I’m doing it again. I am so not that girl. I apologize for embarrassing myself.”

      Will waved her off, and tipped back his cup to catch the last drops. “Don’t worry about it. I don’t date horse girls anyway.”

      Her laugh this time was a spontaneous burst. “You think I’m a horse girl?”

      Will narrowed his gaze. A fair assumption, wasn’t it? “Ready to go?”

      He hoped he said it in a matter-of-fact, hey I’m just getting you home safe way. She nodded and rose, picking up the empty cups and napkins and depositing them in the trash on the way out, leaving him to watch the sway of her hips under the fabric of her dress. She knew what she was doing. She might be down, but she was not out. She was probably never out. She was that girl.

      Casual, impersonal, conversation about nothing carried them all the way to King City, Faye interrupting to give him directions when needed. They talked about last week’s incessant humidity, and he answered her questions about Calgary’s weather, where the higher altitude made that a non-issue. How did he like Toronto? Had she grown up out here? There’s Triple Stripe, Liv’s dad’s farm, also where Nate lived; the farm where Faye lived a little further on. Up a short driveway between fences, to a century home. Her brother’s truck next to the house. A little Corolla beside it. Hers, most likely.

      He escorted her up three steps onto a deck. Outside the back door, she turned, gazing up under dark lashes with one of those smiles, standing bathed in yellow light. He caught his breath, gave her a quick kiss on the cheek, and left her there.

      Back in the car, he waited, watching her. She waited a beat too, watching him, before opening the door and disappearing inside. She was still too much Nate’s ex, and not enough whoever she’d been before him. He wanted to meet that Faye — because this suppressed, trying-not-to-feel-everything-she-was-still-feeling person, was not her. He wasn’t going to be her rebound, he reminded himself. He wasn’t going to think he could put back together what Nate had torn apart. And he didn’t date horse girls.
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      This should have been the time she slept through the sounds of Dean getting up, but no. Her face was so imprinted on her pillow she was glad there was no need to lift her head, or open her eyes, which seemed to be stuck together. At least she didn’t have to get up at dark o’clock and head into the racetrack. She wondered again where her hat had ended up. I liked that hat.

      When she heard Dean’s truck rumble out the driveway, she rolled over with a grunt, her mouth dry and vile, but sleep beckoned her back before she could reach for the water bottle on her bedside table.

      It was the bathroom calling her that made her finally drag herself out of bed. The sun was aggravatingly all bright and cheery in a cloudless sky. Someone needed to turn it down. Where were her sunglasses? Probably wherever her hat was.

      The face that met her in the mirror was not an attractive one. Not a good look, Faye. Crusted mascara, creases on her cheek from her pillow. That humming that had enchanted her last night had been replaced by an incessant pounding behind her temples. She should have just kept drinking, then she wouldn’t have this headache. This — face it — hangover. Damn Mr Straight-Laced musician. How did that even make sense? Coffee and a chaste kiss on the cheek. That’s what he’d left her with. At least she’d got her tongue down Nate’s throat the first time she’d kissed him.

      I have lost it. I’ve lost my touch.

      Either that, or she needed to avoid these Calgary boys. They were too good. How boring. She shuffled back to her room, guzzled some water, and stared at her bed. This was not how it was supposed to go.

      In the sobering light of the morning after, it probably hadn’t been a good move, trying to land Nate’s best friend. It irked her as much as it hurt, that Nate had landed squarely on his feet —winning the big race, getting the girl, living the dream — while she floundered. She wasn’t the girl that did that. She’d dropped him. Why was it taking her so long to recover?

      And how did she still know nothing about his friend? She knew music wasn’t his full-time gig, that was it. He lived in Toronto. He was educated. He had to pay the rent somehow, didn’t he?

      He hadn’t even asked for her number. Then again, neither had Nate, after her initial play. But Nate had known where she lived. Knew many ways of finding her. So there was that. This Will character could track her down, quite easily. By asking Nate. Now that was just…she didn’t know how to feel about that.

      She wasn’t holding a torch for Nate, honestly she wasn’t. Just a whole hell of a lot of resentment. Mostly that she’d let herself fall, for the first time in her life. Damn Mr. Straight-Laced, again, for not helping her get back on track. Well. She had to do something about that. Enough was enough. She needed to find another project and regain her form. One good thing about the racetrack, it wasn’t a matter of finding someone to sleep with, it was just a matter of whom.

      Thank goodness she didn’t have much to do today. She always planned ahead, so the day after Queen’s Plate was relaxed, in case she did run off a bit at the event itself.

      It appeared she couldn’t help the horse racing metaphors. Something else to get over. Maybe it was fair Will thought she was a horse girl. She hadn’t had the chance to tell him he couldn’t be more wrong.

      There would have been many pages this morning at Woodbine from employees citing mysterious “car trouble.” Not Nate and Liv though. They’d both be there, dedicated souls that they were, riding the high of a big win and shiny new feelings. A year ago, those kinds of feelings for Nate had been starting their drip of lies to her. Maybe this time will be different. Maybe you can fall in love.

      Wrong.

      She needed a shower, then, breakfast. Coffee and Advil would be about right. On second thought, drugs first, then shower, then coffee.

      A couple of Liqui-gels and some scorching hot water later, her headache began to ease. The clatter of nails on hardwood met her when she reached the bottom of the stairs, and Gus scrambled over to greet her. She trusted her head enough to bend and take his big Golden Retriever head in both hands, and planted a kiss on top of it. Satisfied, he wandered back to his spot near the back door, tail wafting lazily back and forth, and collapsed into a fluffy lump of long, yellow hair.

      The pot Dean had brewed hours before waited on the counter, a dreadful, dark concentrate of its former self. She drank it black, its harshness enough to kickstart her brain so she could generate a proper cup. That life-saving aroma of fresh grinds filtered by steaming water in her French press made her think of Will. He’d seemed relieved at her choice of coffee options, and hadn’t said a word when she’d eaten most of his brownie. He might be a catch, if only he was looking to be caught. Which he obviously was not. At least not by her.

      She reached for a bottle from a cupboard by the sink, and added a shot of Baileys to her mug  — for medicinal purposes, of course. Now she could take on this day. A day for accepting reality — at least when it came to her non-existent love life.

      Not a lot had changed in the farmhouse in the last eleven years. The office still displayed photos of her father’s greatest training wins, and a framed image of the family old enough that Faye was scooped up in her father’s arms. There were no recent photos save for in Dean’s office at the track, where she’d been in some of the win pics of horses he’d trained. He didn’t bring them here. Didn’t think they were worthy of holding court alongside the accomplishments of Ed Taylor.

      Gus joined her as she parked herself in front of the computer and went right to the spreadsheets, just in case Facebook showed her things she didn’t want to see. Things she already couldn’t unsee. It was the end of the month, so she started by invoicing Dean’s owners. Touch and Go running second in yesterday’s Plate to Liv’s filly wasn’t anything to be embarrassed about — a million dollar purse, second was worth twenty percent. Dean owned a third of him, and as trainer got ten percent of the other partners’ pieces. Faye calculated in her head quickly. That would pay the bills for a bit. The numbers helped her, got her mind off less tangible things. Like how the two of them would probably grow old here, die here. Dean the quiet farmer bachelor, Faye his spinster sister. She’d be a hot cougar spinster though. There would be no bun and dowdy clothes for her.

      Her mother had taught her how to do the bookwork, a way she could contribute to the family business when it became obvious she had no interest in the horses. She took after her mother. But at least her mother had been capable enough to pitch in when needed. Brave enough. So Faye learned the books, and learned how to cook, and to bake her father’s favourite dessert, forever trying to make up for not being a horse girl.

      When her phone rang at eleven, she’d accomplished enough to ease the annoying thoughts in her brain. She grabbed for it. Liv? Calling her? It kept ringing, and Faye sighed. She couldn’t not answer.

      “Hey, sweetie, what’s up?”

      “Everything’s fine. Yes, I know, me on the phone. Do I need to come over with a defibrillator?” Liv typically only used the actual call function of her phone in dire circumstances.

      “You might, actually. To what do I owe the honour?” She tried to keep her tone light, instead of tired. “Tell me again that everything’s okay.”

      Though on some level, she was hoping it was not, that things had already gone south with Nate. Because with Liv, that was totally possible. She was an expert at removing herself, all with perfect justification. The animals would always come first; relationships could be collateral damage.

      Stop that.

      Besides, Nate would always adapt, because he was, Faye was quite sure, very much the same. He would gentle that resistance in Liv, with all the patience and compassion he showed the horses he partnered. And the boy had enough of his own hangups; the two of them were probably just as perfect together as Faye feared.

      “Everything is fine,” Liv repeated. “How are you?”

      Faye didn’t know how to answer that. Did she tell the truth? Instead, she redirected. “How is the filly this morning?”

      Faye asked because she had to. It was proper etiquette, unforgivable not to, especially after a hard race like yesterday’s. Even if she didn’t have the same draw to the horses, they were the reason Faye had the things she did. They’d always been what fed and clothed and sheltered her. She would forever acknowledge and be grateful for them, for that reason. Plus, being best friends with a bona fide horse girl — or the daughter or sister of a trainer, or the girlfriend of a jock — one began to ask such things out of habit.

      “Good. A little tired, no surprise.”

      There was an awkward silence between them. Because why was she calling? Liv had a history of avoiding Faye, and for once, she had an excuse Faye could go along with. But the small talk wouldn’t last long. Liv wasn’t one to talk for the sake of talking. She needed a purpose. Faye usually drew it out, but she wasn’t sure she had it in her this time. Heaven forbid she was asking for advice about something delicate.

      “Can we get together?” Liv said, finally.

      Faye tried to sound casual, but was afraid just a little bit of frost crept in. “Are you coming over?”

      “Am I still welcome?”

      Faye sighed. “Of course. If you bring cappuccino, that is.”

      She thought she could feel Liv’s slight smile.

      “I can’t today…if I don’t go for a run this afternoon I’ll explode⁠—”

      There had been a time when Faye would have mentioned glibly that there were better ways to relieve tension, but given what that would imply in the new state of things, she didn’t want to think about it.

      “—and I have some stuff to catch up on at the farm. Tomorrow though, for sure? We could meet at Lucy’s at noon for lunch. On me.”

      “Of course on you. You just won the Plate.”

      “It’s a date.”

      “See you tomorrow.”

      Liv hadn’t said it, but that run she was so desperate for was a date too, of sorts, because Nate would be running with her. There were trails on the Triple Stripe farm, but one day last week, Faye had caught a glimpse of them on the road. One of the little clues that tipped her off that something was closer to happening, despite Liv’s protestations. Liv ran alone. Period. Except now she did not.

      Faye sighed, a heavy release from her too-tight chest. She had twenty-four hours to prepare for whatever Liv felt they needed to talk about. And Lucy’s didn’t serve alcohol. Or cappuccino, for that matter.

      On that note, another coffee was in order. The mention of Lucy’s made her crave something sweet to go with it. Gus followed her to the kitchen. She wanted to think it was loyalty, but it was really just because he hoped there was something in the trip for him.

      The selection was a little sparse today — Dean usually picked up groceries after morning training on one of racing’s dark days, so he’d be restocking soon. Then she heard his truck. Gus did too, leaving her feet to scramble to the back door.

      Their reunion was joyous, like they’d been separated for weeks instead of hours. Dean cooed goofily at the dog, setting down grocery bags to give a proper hello. Faye wasn’t jealous, because Gus lavished the same excitement on her. Or anyone, for that matter.

      Dean picked up the cloth bags and set them on the counter, while Gus ran off to retrieve his ragged, once-plush, squirrel toy. The dog bounded back into the kitchen and dropped the drool-soaked mass proudly on Faye’s toes. She shuddered, and edged it carefully away.

      “You good for coffee?” Dean asked, picking up the rinsed-out carafe.

      “I was just about to make some.” Gus tossed the filthy squirrel at her, and Faye pushed it away again. “You left early last night.”

      “Well, you know. Too much hullabaloo.”

      Who said things like that anymore? Dean, that was who. All the time. It was so silly it was endearing. It reminded her of her mother.

      “It was a tough one to swallow, losing like that.” He leaned back against the counter as the coffee maker started gurgling, and Faye began to put away the groceries. “Though of course if we were going to get beat, I’m glad it was Liv. That’s one gutsy filly.”

      Faye wondered if he’d stayed long enough to see what had transpired between Liv and Nate. Little known fact: her brother had a crush on Liv. He’d never outright admitted it, but Faye knew. It wasn’t hard to figure out. He brightened in her company. Got even more awkward than his normal awkward.

      “How’s the colt this morning?” Faye asked. Duty, again.

      “Tired. That track took a lot out of him.”

      “That’s what Liv said about Chique.”

      “You talked to her?”

      Faye nodded, and opened up a package of shortbread fingers.

      “I’m proud of her,” Dean said, like the big brother Liv saw him as — a perception he stoically accepted. The coffee maker made its final hiss and sputter, and he pulled out clean mugs.

      Liv was oblivious to his suffering, of course. Look what it had taken for Nate to get through to her. Faye certainly didn’t plan to tell her, especially not now. It would fry her already over-taxed mind. And if Dean did know about Liv and Nate, he wasn’t saying. He probably wouldn’t — he’d just quietly endure. He and Liv were a bit too much alike in a lot of ways.

      “Should be able to cut more hay tomorrow. Looks like the weather’s going to be good for the rest of the week,” he said, taking a sip of the brew.

      Faye didn’t know how he could drink it that hot. “Don’t forget about the concert tomorrow night.”

      “Right.” He threw back the rest of the coffee like it was water, then rinsed out his cup. “I’m going for a bike ride.”

      She could tell he was pondering a way to bail, and haying would be a legitimate excuse, but who would she take? Not Liv, not right now. Em would probably be game.

      “Figure out if you can still come with me while you’re riding. Have fun.” How she’d ended up with such a sporty group of friends, including her brother, was beyond her.

      So, note to self, round up haying help. Because if she found enough of it, she wouldn’t have to fight with the bales herself.
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        * * *

      

      “I didn’t expect to see you today.”

      Will opened the door wider to let Nate into his loft before wandering back to the kitchen and extracting a couple of beers from the fridge. He held one out.

      Nate accepted. “Thanks. It was kind of a surreal night. I needed to come here to keep my feet on the ground.”

      “Didn’t get to see much of you. Other than your little cameo. Man of the hour. And I can say I knew you when.”

      Nate’s lips twisted, the bottle’s cap gone with a quick flick of his wrist. “Think my dad will be impressed?”

      “I’m betting he didn’t call to congratulate you.”

      “You would win that bet.” Nate gravitated to the keyboard, like he always did, sliding onto the bench and setting his bottle carefully on top. He started warming his fingers up with scales, traveling easily over the keys, head moving to the tempo he set.

      “So, made some progress with the boss?”

      Nate glanced sideways, missing a beat before carrying on, a smile of simple contentment on his lips. “Like I said, it was a little surreal. Speaking of —” He dropped his fingers from the keys, one hand closing around the bottle, and spun a hundred and eighty degrees. “How’d it go with Faye Taylor?”

      “I made sure she got home safe. Rest assured I behaved like a perfect gentleman.”

      “Much to her disappointment, I bet. She’s probably pissed as hell this morning that she went to bed alone. But thank you.”

      “Anything to help ease your conscience, buddy.”

      Nate was too wrapped up in his new happy to even take offence to that. Disappointing. People in love were so annoying.

      “What if I told you it was nice?” Which was true, but Will was still hoping to get a rise out of him.

      “Like visiting with your grandmother? I wouldn’t believe it.”

      “Like I like her company. Like maybe I like her.” There.

      Nate took a slow pull from the bottle. “That would be interesting.”

      “Would you mind?”

      “It has nothing to do with me anymore.”

      “But I’m getting a vibe, like you’re still a little protective of her.”

      “Because I feel bad about what happened between us. She deserves better than that.”

      Thank you. Will didn’t believe it had been intentional, whatever Nate thought he’d done to Faye. Nate was probably being harder on himself than he had to be, but he was like that. He held onto things. But he was obviously getting better about it, because after Cindy, his first girlfriend back in Calgary, he’d pined for four years, and whatever had happened with Faye hadn’t kept him from starting something new with Liv a few months later. Maybe that’s what he felt bad about — that he’d moved on while it was pretty obvious that Faye had not, despite what she might want everyone to think.

      “So you really wouldn’t want me to ask her out?” Will had no intention of doing so, but it was entertaining, watching Nate stew about it.

      “I don’t know. It’s your call. But it might be in everyone’s best interest if you don’t.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if things don’t work out, then both of you are going to be mad at me. Right now it’s only Faye. And well, if you do go out with her, you’re bringing something pretty significant from that world into this world, and this is supposed to be my break from that.”

      “So this really is about you, then.”

      “Fine, all right? Do what you want. Just keep me out of it. And at least for a while, can you keep her out of here? Just let me have my little sanctuary, at least until the two of you figure out if it’s more than just a passing thing.”

      “You’ve got a lot of demands, don’t you?”

      “Can we just play some music? Where are the others, anyway?”

      “Who knows. Late, obviously. We can start without them.”

      Nate started pounding the keyboard with A Song For the Dumped like it was in any way relevant to his life. So Faye had dumped him, and there was some toxic residue. But he had this shiny new thing, and this fancy life, so he needed to get on with that and stop worrying about things that weren’t his to worry about anymore.

      “The real question is…” Nate turned away from the keyboard abruptly. “…do you really want to ask her out? Because I will tell you what I was told. Faye doesn’t like to get attached. Though it didn’t exactly play out that way, with me.”

      “Women get attached to you, Miller.” Even if he hadn’t intended it with Faye, it was just in his DNA. Will, on the other hand…

      “Ha. Hardly. If Cin had been attached we’d be married right now.”

      “And Liv?”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      “She looked pretty attached to you last night. Physically.”

      “Funny guy.”

      Will moseyed over to his guitar, parking himself on a stool. “Last night was fun but that whole scene was a bizarre experience. It’s a different world, isn’t it?”

      “Oh, definitely.”

      Which is why whatever impression Faye had made on Will didn’t matter. Their paths crossed due to a series of events that wouldn’t likely be repeated. The only reason he ever saw Nate was when they got together like this, which was pretty rare. Will had never been to the country where Nate lived — until last night, when he’d driven Faye home — and he lived an hour away in the city. So what were the chances of him ever seeing her again? And after he’d treated her like a sister last night, he didn’t imagine she’d be all that warm towards him in the unlikely event he did decide it wasn’t too strange to get her number from Nate. She obviously had a good dose of pride, however fragile it might be at the moment, and he’d injured it last night. Not that he’d do things differently. It had been an interesting encounter; that was it. He’d leave it at that.

      “Do you think you’ll make it down a little more consistently now?” Will started tuning the guitar. “Even if it seems kind of backward that being more famous might suddenly give you the inspiration to make time for it.”

      Will had thought they might pick up again as friends when Nate had made his own way east, but their worlds were opposites: early racetrack mornings versus Will’s late nights at the restaurant. It would be good for Nate to make the effort, create a balance with the all-encompassing nature of his job. He didn’t get to leave it behind like Will did. When Will left work — at whatever time he managed to get out at the end of the night — he didn’t really think about it again until his next shift.

      “I’m not famous. But, yeah. I want to make a point of it. And Liv’s going to be her usual preoccupied self leading up to Chique’s next race, so it’s probably best if I give her space. Coming down here will distract me from the fact that we’re always one step forward, two steps back, you know?”

      “How long is that for?”

      “Three weeks. And if she wins that, another three weeks till the last race of the series. I know it’ll fly, but still.”

      “Not so good for you, good for the band.” Will grinned.

      “So we’re a band now?”

      “If you keep showing up, we will be.”

      “Can we be a Switchfoot cover band?”

      “I don’t know about that. But maybe we can have a show that’s not at a horse barn.”

      “I’m still going to Florida for the winter.”

      “Then we’ll have to practice by Zoom.”

      “Y’know,” Nate said, a slow smile taking over his face, “that might actually work. Because this is going to be the winter where it all comes together.”

      He started playing that Blue October song Will had done last night, singing the bit about not being able to wait to see what was around the corner. The guy was really an optimist at heart; it had been hard to see him so squashed by what Cindy had done. This recommitment to music was probably as much about getting beyond that as needing a break from the pressures of his dangerous job. Not that Will was a psychologist or anything.

      “Do you think you’ll ever spend the winter up here again?” Will asked.

      “When there’s the option of going south? Are you kidding? Do you remember what it’s like to work on a farm in the winter? It’s bad enough I have to stay here till the middle of December. Especially when I’m betting Liv will be gone with the first load of horses in November.”

      “But do you really even work on the farm anymore?”

      “If I didn’t go south I would be. You think I’m going to sit on my ass all winter and still live there?”

      “Florida’s made you soft, buddy. Remember when we used to be on the slopes in Banff every chance we got?”

      “When we weren’t on the ice?”

      “What happened to us?”

      “Life, I guess. Though it’s worked out all right.”

      “For you, maybe.”

      Nate looked at him carefully, cradling his bottle. “What’s up?”

      “What happened to me, then? I’m stuck in this job I hate, living in a city I hate.” Will set the guitar down and wandered back to the kitchen, grabbing an apple from a bowl on the counter. “After I dropped Faye off last night, I drove past this ‘For Rent’ sign in front of one of those places in town there, on King Sideroad. A coffee shop, I think.”
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