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For my sister, Holly Henson,


and for my friends


David Campbell and Annie Leah Sommers,


in loving memory




The sky is everywhere,


even in the dark beneath your skin.


—from “Sky”


by Wisława Szymborska,


View with a Grain of Sand





Part One


Things Sky had always known:


A pinch of salt tossed over the left shoulder will blind the devil’s eye and drive his mischief away.


A horseshoe hung upright above a door will catch the luck and hold it true—at least until the horseshoe tips.


An eyelash loosed upon your cheek can carry a wish—if you hurry and swipe the lash along the back of your hand, close your eyes, and stick your arm straight out. And if the lash gets whisked away of its own accord.


Sky’s father would laugh or wink when telling about the old superstitutions, the old ways he’d learned from his granny when he was just a young boy back in Ireland, and yet he seemed to know them all.


A black cat walking toward you is a good thing, but a black cat walking away is a whole different story.


A bird trapped inside a kitchen means a death is coming.


A hat tossed upon a bed is trouble always, and an old broom brought to a new home will never, ever sweep the place clean.


Sky knew her father was never above rapping at a piece of wood to guard against even the hint of bad luck. And he was always reaching up to rub a thumb and forefinger to the old St. Christopher medal worn forever around his neck.


“Better to be safe than sorry,” he’d say if he caught her looking. “Better to be safe than sorry, Sky, my luv.” Piling on the Irish brogue when he wanted to, spreading it thick, though most times the accent barely tinged his words. He’d left Ireland when he was ten.


And of course the world Sky and her family moved through, most of the people they knew—breeders, owners, and trainers; jockeys and grooms—people in the business of horses, accepted the hard fact that luck can change in the flick of a tail. And it was usually a given that once bad luck had found you, it could cling like smoke from a cigarette; it could follow wherever you might go.
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Just a small wooden sign here; blink and you’d miss it.


SHAUGHNESSY FARMS


Nothing like out front. With the big stone pillars to mark the entrance. And the wrought iron gate with the name woven through in delicate curlicue. With the historic plaque announcing Shaughnessy’s place as one of the finest Thoroughbred broodmare farms in Kentucky.


No, this was the back entrance—employees only—and Sky’s father slowed enough to make the sharp turn, bringing the truck and trailer to a hard stop at the locked gate.


“Smile for the camera,” he said, an old joke, then did the opposite, frowning at the digital eye perched near the buzzer.


It took a while, but finally a voice Sky knew better than just about anybody’s came out, garbled and crackling, from the speaker.


“ ’Bout time, James Doran! Two weeks late, and no word at all! I’ll dock your pay for that.”


“And I’ll dock your head, Frank Massey. Let us in!”


The gate swung slowly open, like magic, Sky had always thought when she was little, the whole place seeming like a magic storybook kingdom filled with the most beautiful creatures ever made.


Allah breathed, and his breath became the horse—that’s what it said in the book of Arabian horse legends her mother had read to her every night a few summers ago, and that’s what she nearly believed. Allah is God in Arabia, her mother had explained, and Sky used to imagine that the first horse ever was made that way, from nothing but air and spirit. She could almost imagine it still.


But now she was ready to see the real thing again. More than ready, after months and months, and all she’d been through, she was aching, starved. So the minute the truck made it through the Shaughnessy gate, she had the seat belt off, the window down, and she was leaning most of the way out.


“Careful,” her father warned, but he was barely doing twenty, taking it all in himself.


The land, the way it rolled, soft and sweet. Not too flat in any one place, not too steep either. No weeds along the fencerows; not a single blade of grass out of place. Long black boxes of barns dotting the pastures. And miles and miles of four-planked wooden fence.


The fence was hunter green instead of white or black like most fancy horse farms. The green made Shaughnessy stand out from all the others; the green made something puff up inside Sky’s chest every time she saw it. As if she owned the whole place and all the million-dollar mares kept within the green barrier—a few of which she was finally seeing, farther off than she’d hoped for a first look, but a sight for sore eyes just the same. Glossy red coats shimmering in the sun, legs as long as a year. Gorgeous.


Sky couldn’t talk to horses from this far away, but she started buzzing anyway. Her whole body. Buzzing like their old electric teakettle after it had been plugged in but hadn’t started boiling yet.


And she knew without looking back over her shoulder, knew that her father was the same. Because that’s the way it was with the two of them, always had been, for as long as Sky could remember.
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For Sky, talking to horses wasn’t talking exactly. Not like “Hi, there, how are you?” “Oh, I’m fine, thank you very much.” It was more like knowing. Like touching something and knowing what it feels like, inside and out.


The knowing used to scare her, the way it would come on so strong and fast.


When Sky was just a baby, she’d be with her father inside a barn somewhere, happy as a beagle one minute, bawling her head off the next. Because the horse was telling her something, and she wanted to help, but she couldn’t even talk yet herself.


“What’s wrong with your girl, James?” people would ask. “Is she scared of horses? Oh, that’s a shame! With you such a horseman and all.”


Later, when she could talk, those same people would just stare at her after she’d told them how their horses didn’t like the cheap feed they’d been given or how they didn’t fancy being cooped up in a stall all week only to be ridden out on a Sunday.


“And how would you know that, little miss?”


“The horse told me.”


“The horse told you!” A great big laugh. “Your daughter’s got real imagination, doesn’t she, James?” Repeating it till everybody in the barn was laughing. “ ‘The horse told me.’ Did you hear that?” Winking at Sky. “Why, of course he did, young lady!”


At first she didn’t understand.


“What’s wrong with them, Dad? Why don’t they listen?”


“They don’t know how.”


“But I hear the horses, I hear them. . . .”


“I know you do.”


“Then why can’t everybody?”


“It’s something you’re born with, or not.”


“And we are?”


“Yes.”


“Why?”


“Well, that’s like asking why you were born with black hair and dark eyes to match. Even in a family full of redheads. It’s something that got passed down. From me, from my granny. From those who came before.”


“But why can’t we—”


“It’s a gift, Sky,” he interrupted, getting to the heart of it. “Something our particular family’s always had, going way back. One per generation. But it’s a secret we keep to ourselves. A bit of it we share—to make a living, to do what we love. But the whole thing we never tell.” He tapped a finger lightly to her chest. “We keep the secret here, always.”


And so Sky had learned to keep the secret hidden long ago. But that’s not all she was holding on to that foaling season.


“You’ve got to be strong, Sky,” her mother had said before she died two short months ago. “You’ve got to be extra strong. For your dad.”


And so she was keeping the sadness hidden too. Way down deep, buried along with the secret and another thing she couldn’t quite put a name to. But it didn’t matter. Everything was locked tight inside her now, and she would be strong this foaling season, strong no matter what.
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James Doran didn’t stop the truck to greet the first herd of far-off mares like he usually did, and Sky’s heart sank just a little as she watched the perfect creatures disappear again.


“Frank’ll be clocking us,” he said, though Sky hadn’t made a peep.


Sure enough, as soon as they turned into the foaling barn parking lot, there he was, the old man. Standing stiff as a jailer, a deep scowl slashing his face.


Sky gave a snort; she couldn’t help it. The harsh look would’ve been a whole lot more convincing if it weren’t for the dog. Burley was his name—it’s the type of tobacco grown in Kentucky, the leaves going rich and brown when they’re dried. Rich and brown like the dachshund’s coat, though his face was nearly white now.


Burley was standing roly-poly and glued to Frank’s left ankle like always. Wagging his curved stick of tail so hard at the sight of their truck, it was like the stick was wagging the dog.


“Now’s our chance!” her father said, making a big show of heading straight for the old man, like he was going to run him down, swiping the wheel to the right in time, stomping on the brakes.


“Can’t get rid of me that easy, James Doran!” Frank called. He slapped the younger man—hard—on the back as soon as he came out of the driver’s side, then gave him a rough hug.


“And who’s that you got with you?” he said as Sky hopped out of the truck. “Can’t be Sky, no sir. That gal’s too big!”


“Yep, it’s me.” Sky glanced down at her boots, saw that her ankles were showing. She needed new pants, new shirts—everything had seemed to shrink in the last few weeks. Her mother would need to take her shopping soon—the thought came before she could stop it. And she bit down hard on the inside of her right cheek, a raw place already, fresh with blood, to numb what would come next: the certain and terrible knowledge that her mother was never going to take her shopping ever again.


“Lord have mercy,” Frank was saying, “she’s taller than me!”


“Ah, well, that’s no surprise.” Her father rested a hand atop the old man’s snowy white head. “A three-year-old’s taller than you.”


“And I can still take you down a notch!” Frank slapped the hand away. “Don’t think I can’t.”


Frank Massey had been a jockey back in the day. He was small but wiry strong. Stringy and tough like beef jerky, he’d tell you himself. He’d been training horses and managing Shaughnessy just about forever.


“How old are you now, girl?” Frank squinted over, and Sky made a face, knowing he was just pretending to forget.


“Twelve.”


“Twelve, is it?” He clicked his tongue. “Ah, well, twelve’s not too old for a hug, so come on over, what are you waiting for, don’t have all day!”


Sky moved to do as she was told. A quick, gruff hug like always, she was thinking. But this time Frank held on longer, and when she looked, she saw how his sharp blue eyes had gone all watery. She stumbled backward a bit, turning and kneeling down to fuss over Burley—all to stop the water from pooling up in her own eyes.


A few drops’ll bring a flood.


That’s what her mother used to say. And Sky wasn’t going to start off soggy her first day back to Shaughnessy, she’d promised herself that.


“I got the foaling barn cleaned out since you weren’t here to do it.” Frank’s voice cracked. He grabbed a red hanky from his back pocket, swiped at his eyes, his nose. Cleared his throat. “Fifty-two this year—same as last, give or take.”


Her father had looked away from the old man, but he gave a knowing nod. Fifty-two mares foaling in one season was standard for Shaughnessy. The farm was still family owned so it was a relatively small Thoroughbred operation. Corporate farms—ones with big business co-owners and boards of directors—could have up to three hundred Thoroughbred mares foaling over a two-month stretch.


“So, first thing in the morning, you got to bring all the early mares into the foaling barn,” Frank continued. “You’re cutting it close, sure enough. A mare needs time to settle into a new stall before she’ll feel easy ’bout birthing her foal!”


“You telling me my business, old man?”


“Stopped doing that long ago.”


“Could’ve fooled me.”


The needling each other, the rough joking, it was all part of how Frank and James Doran communicated, and Sky was used to it. In fact she was counting on it.


“Come on, then.” Frank clapped his hands together. “Let’s get you two unloaded, haven’t got all day.”


Sky hurried to follow orders, but the sound of hoof beats moving fast, moving closer, made her stop and look toward the pasture.


Frank whistled. “That’s sure a welcoming committee if ever I saw one.”


“The best,” Sky whispered, because it was true. There was nothing better than a bunch of horses rushing at you, drawn by the sound of your truck, the deep knowledge of who you are, a need to get to you fast.


“Hey, Marigold, hiya, Penny! Hey, Floss!” Sky started calling out their names as she went to the paddock fence, stepping up on the first plank, reaching her arms full out as if she could catch and hold the whole entire herd. “Hello, Miss Lynn. Hey there, Darsha. Hiya, Dulcimer!”


The mares slowed to a joyful trot, and as soon as they were near enough, they were answering back, horse thoughts zinging into Sky’s head.


How glad they were to see her—and her father of course, when he came up to the fence. How much they’d missed them both. Some of the mares started in right away, telling her father all about their aches and pains, minor slights in the barn.


“Hold on, give us a chance, ladies!” James laughed, a real laugh, Sky noticed, first time in forever. “We’ve only just gotten here!”


Some of the mares started nipping and nudging, jostling each other for a closer spot near the fence.


“Careful now,” James scolded, gentle but firm. “Careful.”


Lady Blue—the leader, the boss of this particular herd of mares—came sashaying through, big belly swaying like a boat at sea. Sky leaned over the fence and put her palm flat against the swollen middle.


“He’s a big ’un, don’t you think?” Frank said.


“Big,” she agreed. “But who says it’s a ‘he’?”


Frank was the only one, what with Sky’s mother gone, the only one in the whole world who knew what she and her dad could do. Most people just assumed they had a way with horses and left it at that.


“What do you think?” Frank asked her now. “Colt or filly?”


“Not sure,” Sky answered, wishing she knew, wishing she and her father could talk to the foals inside their mama’s bellies. But they never could. The unborn foals stayed silent until the moment they slid out into the straw.


“Ah, well, we’ll know soon enough,” Frank said, and then he looked to her father. “Don’t know why you cut it so close getting here. I kept calling, trying to find out when you were coming. When I didn’t hear from you—”


“Phone died.” James interrupted, and Sky felt her stomach clench.


It was a lie—or mostly a lie. She’d listened to the phone herself, listened to it ring and ring and ring until, yes, it had finally died. But there’d been nothing wrong with the charger.


“Well, why didn’t you—” Frank began, but Sky was the one to interrupt this time.


“Hey, where’s Poppy? Which field’s she in?”


Frank’s eyes squinted her way, measuring.


“You remember that Poppy was bred toward the end of the season,” he said at last. “So she’s over in the east field with all the late-foaling mares.”


“Okay, then.” Sky leaned in to give Lady Blue some extra love. “I’ll be back,” she whispered. “I’ll be back!” she called to the others. And then she took off running, straight down the fence line.


“Hey, where you think you’re going?” Frank yelled after. “You’ve got stuff to unload and chores to do, girly, don’t forget that!”


“I know!” Sky turned without stopping, jogging backward for a bit. “I won’t stay long, I promise! But I’ve got to see Poppy. I’ve got to say hello!”


Frank was scowling of course, but it was mostly for show. All bark and barely any bite, that was Frank Massey.


Sky grinned and swung back around, picking up speed as she went. A few of the mares kept pace with her until the next green fence loomed. And then they peeled off and away, whinnying to Sky but circling back to rejoin the herd.
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Here’s the story with Poppy, why she’s special:


It was nearly four years before, and Sky was knee-deep in damp straw, rubbing a long-legged filly down like Sky had been doing since she could hold a towel. Rubbing the towel rough because that’s what you have to do in order to wipe away all the blood and the damp, the shock of being born.


The filly had been fast coming out, which was typical for her dam, and she was dark-looking to start. But with all the rubbing, she was shining up bright and red, like most Shaughnessy foals will do, bright and red like a new copper penny.


She still had her little slippers on of course. Golden slippers they’re called, although really they’re whitish gray. A membrane wrapping around the mini-hooves like socks, keeping the mare from getting cut from the inside as the foal is coming through.


The golden slippers were already starting to peel away—that’s what they do right after birth, they peel away and shrivel to nothing—and Sky counted out three perfect white socks, laughing at the missing one.


“Figures,” she said, pointing it out to her father. “She was in too much of a hurry to put on the last sock.”


“She was in a hurry all right,” her father agreed. “We barely made it for her grand entrance.”


“But she brought us a flower for our trouble,” Sky said, nodding to the white blaze in the middle of her forehead. Not a star exactly—too round and full.


“Looks like some kind of a flower, a small one. . . .” Sky was trying to think of which she meant. Her mother had a book of flowers, common and rare.


“A poppy,” her father offered.


“Poppy,” she repeated. And then she held the damp head between her hands, angling it gently so she could see into one big brown eye, judge how alert the filly was, and that’s when it happened—something passed between them, something clicked.


Her father told her it happens that way with a horse sometimes, same as with people. You fall hard for one out of all the rest in the whole wide world.


Poppy didn’t belong to Sky of course. The filly was Shaughnessy-bred, which meant she was currently owned by Archibald Shaughnessy MacIntyre II. Shaughnessy Farms had been in the MacIntyre (or Mac for short) family for over a hundred years.


All Sky and Poppy ever got was about three months out of a whole year. But it never mattered. Once they were together, it was like they’d never been apart.


And so when Sky caught a glimpse of Poppy on the far side of the east field that day, grazing in a string of other mares, she didn’t even bother whistling or calling. She just started running—fast as she could, fast as her two legs would go. Which is actually pretty slow compared to what four legs can do. Humans are just plain puny when it comes to running, that’s what Sky had always thought.


But it didn’t matter how slow she was, not really. Because Poppy had seen Sky and now she was running too, and in no time flat they were together.


“Poppy, Poppy, Poppy.”


Sky threw her arms as far as they would go around the horse’s great neck, and put her nose right into the pulsing flesh, inhaling deeply. It was everything she loved—horse and wind and grass and hay and sweet feed. And something else, something new.


“You’re going to have a foal.”


Of course Sky knew it already. But it was the first time she’d seen Poppy since the horse had officially become a mare.


“You’re going to make such a good mama, the best,” Sky told her, and then she was—quick—pressing her whole face into Poppy’s warm neck. Because just saying the word mama had made something start to pop open, and Sky needed to push it down, seal it off fast.


Poppy stayed still but gave a questioning nicker, instantly sensing that something was wrong.


“I missed you is all,” Sky whispered, which was true. But not everything, not by a long shot. Sky knew she’d be telling Poppy about her mother soon enough, but she wasn’t ready yet.


“I missed you so much,” she said again, and then she took a deep breath and started rambling on like she always did when she first got back, catching Poppy up on where they’d been, what they’d been doing.


How they’d gone on from Shaughnessy last year to the September sales in Lexington as usual, how handsome her father had looked as he worked the show, bringing the geldings and mares and stallions out into the auction ring, some of them going for a million dollars each.


Then she was telling about New York. How they’d gone all the way up to Saratoga for the fall racing season to work for some fancy horse friends of the Macs. And then it was back down to Florida to winter like always.


Sky knew she was leaving out a bunch. How they’d stopped at the hospital in New York City, the one they’d been told could work miracles. How they’d stayed there for a while until they realized there were no miracles to work.


Then it was down south again, in and out of the last hospital, the one that said all they could do was give her mother stuff for the pain.


But Sky skipped all that.


“You should’ve seen the waves!” Sky told her. Because Poppy was always curious about the ocean. “Big as a barn sometimes when it’s storming. Alive. The water keeps trying to grab you, push you down.”


Poppy had been to plenty of tracks. But she’d never done any racing near the shore. So all she knew was ponds or streams, water that wasn’t strong or deep enough to be a threat.


She liked hearing about the silver dolphins gliding through the water, and the raggedy brown pelicans swooping down out of the sky for a fish snack, and the seagulls fighting rowdy and rough over one crust of bread.


“There’s not much grass where we go,” Sky told her. Because Poppy, like any horse, always liked reports on the quality of grass. “And there aren’t any horses down that far, none like you, just some grumpy ponies, poor old things.”


Why do you go? Why do you leave?


That’s what Poppy was asking, and it was an old question, the same each year.


If Sky loved it here in Kentucky, if she loved Poppy, why did she leave?


And it was always hard for Sky to explain. Because the truth was, leaving Kentucky had never been her wish. Her mother had loved horse country, but she’d loved the ocean more. Which is why they’d always gone south for the winter, all the way down, to the very tip of Florida. A place where they could park their trailer far out in the middle of nowhere.


They’d lie on the beach all day, all night sometimes. Which was fine before, but terrible after her mother was gone.


Because that’s when Sky’s father started turning ghost. Barely there, even when he was sitting right beside her. Not there at all sometimes. Disappearing for days—nights, even. Scaring Sky half to death. Coming back looking terrible, smelling worse.


Why do you go, then, why do you leave me?


Honestly, she wasn’t sure if it was Poppy repeating the question, or if the words were just there, floating around inside her own head. But she had an answer ready anyhow.


“I’m here now,” Sky murmured, leaning her whole body into Poppy, all of her weight. “I’m here now. And I’m not going away.” She said it louder this time. Maybe because it was exactly what she herself had been wanting to hear.
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Poppy was a maiden mare, which meant that she’d never foaled before. Most of the mares grouped with Poppy in this east field were maiden.


Juniper. Shaker Rose. Callabee. Circe.


“Hello there,” Sky said as each familiar horse pushed their way into the circle, tired of letting Poppy have all the fun.


“Hello, hello, my sweet girls. Hello!”


One by one the mares stepped forward, bumping their soft noses to her chest, shoulders, the top of her head. Breathing in the girl’s scent, sending their own hot breath back. A proper greeting.


“How’s everybody doing?” Sky asked, and instantly the air sparked with feelings, the ghost of images.


There’d been a fair amount of confusion as to what was going on inside their own bodies—the widening, the thickening, the heaviness. The movement inside their bellies. There’d been some pain.


“No pain now?” Sky quickly asked.


No pain now.


A mostly collective answer.


“Good.” She put a palm flat to Shaker Rose’s belly. “It’ll all be over soon, and you’ll have your foals right under your feet all the time, following you everwhere.”


The mares cupped their ears at Sky’s words, blinked their dark eyes, considering. They were trying to see what was ahead, she could feel it. But it was fuzzy—the notion of the future always fuzzy to a horse. The past was easier; it came in pieces, in waves. Clearer for some horses than others.


Every horse is singular, Sky knew from an early age, every horse is unique. Not so different from people, really. Every horse has its own personality, quirks and tics, strengths and weaknesses.


Poppy’s strength was her curiosity, her eagerness to learn—not just about the usual horse things, her job as a racehorse: the rules of the barn, the track, the race itself.


No, Poppy was especially observant, quick to read a situation. But she was patient too, which was a little unusual for a horse so smart—sometimes extremely smart horses could be less tolerant of faults in others, horse or human. But Poppy was patient and calm, wise.


“She’s an old soul,” Sky’s father had said straightaway. Which is probably why they’d clicked.
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