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For Penny and Janet 
Wish you were here






- One -


THE PILLS WEREN’T working yet.


My shoes echoed in the corridor as I hurried to the girls’ room and pushed open the door. Cherry-scented antiseptic stung my throat as I ran into the first stall, pinned my knees together, and shot the bolt in the door. I hadn’t had a bladder infection in ages. I’d hoped it would go away on its own, but yesterday I’d been forced to tell Mama about it when I passed blood. Without comment, she’d given me one of her old prescriptions of antibiotics. The pills were expired, but they were helping. Still, I was way below peak performance level, with Daddy picking me up in five minutes to take me to a three-day competition.


I willed myself to pee. Not a trickle. Not a drop. Just the urge to urinate and the inability to do so.


The restroom door opened and sighed shut with a soft bump.


“Seniors can’t even go off campus for lunch anymore and that horsey little eleventh-grader leaves every day at one? What is it now, eleven-thirty, and she’s out of here? We earned this.”


“I know.”


I didn’t have to see the dimes in the penny loafers to recognize Sass Stewart and Annabelle Hardy.


Lots of people wanted to be Sass’s friend, a preemptive move to avoid being a target, but we’d been at odds since elementary school. I was the horsey little eleventh-grader.


“Why does she get special privileges?” Annabelle said.


Sass expelled a sustained fart from a stall down the way.


“Gross,” Annabelle said.


“No, gross is Horse Girl’s mother with her legs wrapped around Mr. Dashwood at the overlook.”


She hadn’t even finished the sentence before my face prickled and sound became more acute. Annabelle squealed.


Down the row, toilet paper twirled on the spindle.


“Leda’s mother saw them in the back of his station wagon, and her legs were in the air. Can you imagine?”


“Sick.”


“She was probably drunk. But it explains why Roan”—Sass flushed the toilet—“gets special privileges. Her mother’s screwing the headmaster. Shoot. I broke a nail.”


“I have a file,” Annabelle said.


The door to Sass’s stall banged open and her navy loafers clopped past, dimes glittering.


In Daddy’s words, the only way to take a ball-busting fence was head-on.


I pulled my panties up, jerked my kilt down, and yanked open my door. “Excuse me.”


Annabelle’s eyes popped. Sass’s smile died. I was taller than they were, my back ramrod straight from years of riding.


I approached the sinks and turned on the tap. “First, you’re both stupid cunts.”


They gasped as if I’d slapped them. The C word was all-powerful, a line they’d never dare cross.


“Second, my mother didn’t want me on this schedule, so there goes your narrative about special favors.” I soaped my hands. “Third, she’d never fuck a man who wears a toupee.”


I rinsed and dried my hands, tossed the paper towel in the trash, and went out into the corridor, anger and adrenaline propelling me down the hall to my locker. Had Mama lost her mind?


The door of the girls’ room opened and closed. Footsteps came toward me. I reached for the fattest book I could put my hands on, ready to hit Sass upside the head if she said another word.


As they passed behind me, Sass stage-whispered, “A whore for a mother and a horse for a daughter.”


I heaved my biology book at her, but she dodged and the book hit the floor with an ungodly loud smack.


They ran down the hall to the computer lab. From the door, Annabelle flipped me off. Sass made a hole with one hand and poked the index finger of her other hand in and out of it a few times. Then they returned to class.


Cunts.


As I retrieved my book, Mr. Griffin stuck his head out of the chemistry classroom, frowning.


“I dropped it.”


He regarded me skeptically and ducked back into his room.


Outside, in the thin November sunshine, I sat on one of the marble benches to wait for Daddy. If he hadn’t heard, did I warn Mama? No, never side against Daddy. He always won. Should I warn him? No, he’d be in a foul mood all weekend. Best to feign ignorance.


Plan of inaction in place, I settled enough to think beyond a strategy. My parents didn’t have a happy marriage. Mama’s infidelity surprised me less than her carelessness. The overlook sat on a ridge at the side of the narrow, winding road to our house. It was a known make-out place for kids but too public a spot for legs in the air, and Mama and Mr. Dashwood weren’t kids. What was she thinking? She baited Daddy all the time, but this went beyond baiting.


I couldn’t let Mama distract me. I had to focus. The Middleton Cup was a small but prestigious invitational show. I’d be sixteen next month, but at fifteen, I was the youngest competitor ever invited to participate.


Daddy regularly led me through exercises in which I visualized success. I imagined each problem as a horse, and one by one I led them into stalls in a barn. Mama was having an affair. Daddy would find out and might know already. Gossip was raging. My bladder was twanging and stabbing and burning. I rolled the stall doors shut.


By the time Daddy turned the Land Cruiser through the filigreed iron gates, I was confident I was conveying the keen anticipation of competition and not my desire for a slug of bourbon.


“Ready to ride?” he asked as I got in.


“Ready.”


“You feeling better?”


“Yes, sir.” I searched for something to stretch my answer into an acceptable length. Daddy perceived short answers as rude. “The antibiotics are working.”


“Good. I told your mother you were well enough to ride. Right?”


“Yes, sir. I feel much better.” Not true, but it didn’t matter. He’d mentioned Mama without sounding as if he were fixing to kill her, which meant he didn’t know yet. He sounded condescending and superior—one hundred percent himself. He’d been conditioned to superiority since conception. Montgomerys were exceptional. He’d grown up hearing that from his own father, and I heard it from him all the time.


He navigated through the heavy traffic in town. With Thanksgiving one week away, Sheridan was especially crowded, catering to leaf peepers here to take in the fall color in the Shenandoah Valley. Indian corn wreaths hung on the doors of the antiques shops lining the square. In the windows, avalanches of pumpkins spilled around scarecrows.


Daddy threaded the Land Cruiser around a man who was loading an old milk-painted table into a van.


When we were on the parkway that led to the interstate, he said, “You really feel better, darlin’? You’re pretty quiet.”


“Just thinking about the dressage test.” That was what I should have been thinking about, but my mind kept straying to Mama.


“What comes after the lengthening trot across the diagonal?”


I answered with relief. Dressage made sense. “Ten-meter half circle returning to track at B.”


“What comes before the flying lead change over the centerline?”


“Twenty-meter half circle.”


Jasper and I had practiced the individual movements, including the transitions, but we’d ridden the complete test only a couple of times so he wouldn’t anticipate what was coming. Also, I’d imagined our entrance hall as a scaled-down arena, and I’d walked, trotted, and cantered my way through the test on my own two feet a dozen times.


“Last show of the year for you,” Daddy said.


“I wish I were competing this winter.”


“The horses need the break.” He glanced over his shoulder and merged onto the interstate.


Middleton was only ninety minutes south of Sheridan, near enough to make the trip easily but far enough to merit staying the night. I spent the rest of the drive riding the dressage test stride for stride in my mind, turning in a perfect performance each time.


At the show park, we drove through the competitors’ gate and trundled slowly past rows of stalls.


Competitive riding was a small world. I had ongoing and serious rivalries with a number of the riders unloading their horses and milling around. I waved at Michael Elliot, who ignored me, nodded at Daddy, and led Charlatan, his rangy gray Thoroughbred, across the path in front of us.


We parked behind Barn H. Daddy pointed at our trailer, parked nearby in a row of similar high-dollar rigs, and handed me his keys. “Get changed and meet me back here. Jasper’s in H-6.”


I took my duffel from the back and walked across the grass to the trailer.


The first thing I did was use the toilet. The urge to pee was less critical than it had been earlier, but a weak stream of urine came out, which was an improvement. I shed my school uniform, put on jodhpurs and boots, pulled my hair into a ponytail, and pinned it into a bun. When I was ready, I checked the mirror on the back of the bathroom door. Look like a winner, feel like a winner, Daddy said. I looked professional, competent, and as capable of winning as anyone else.


My head was where it should be as I crossed the soft, spongy grass to the barn, where Daddy stood under the shed row talking to Frank Falconetti.


“He’s turning into a hell of a horse,” Frank said. “Should’ve kept him.”


“He has a lot of promise—right, darlin’?” Daddy raised an eyebrow at me.


“He’s more than promising,” I said.


A throaty nicker came from inside H-6.


Frank smiled. “Don’t suppose you want to sell him back to me.”


I didn’t smile. “Not funny.”


He laughed. “All right. Well, go get ’em, kid. Best of luck to you.”


“You, too,” Daddy said.


I slipped into the stall and put my arms around Jasper’s neck. Daddy always warned me not to get attached to my horses, because they came and went, but Jasper was special. I inhaled his clean, horsey smell and rubbed his ears. He stretched his head toward me. He was ridiculous about his ears.


“You’re not going anywhere,” I whispered.


Daddy interrupted our lovefest. “You drew number one.” He held up a round white disc with 1 on it.


Riding first was a disadvantage. Dressage was the only subjective phase of eventing, and judges graded the early riders more harshly to leave themselves room for higher marks as the competition continued.


He read my expression. “You’ll be fine. Orientation is in ten minutes. We need to get going. Let’s head over to—where is it, Ed?”


Eddie’s voice came from the neighboring stall, which we’d commandeered as a tack room. “The meeting room under the stadium.”


At home I mucked stalls and groomed and tacked my own horses, but at shows, Eddie and Mateo took care of that. Eddie had been at Rosemont a lot longer than I had. He’d never competed, but he’d been by Daddy’s side forever. Both of them understood horses in a way I was still trying to learn.


I finished rubbing Jasper’s ears and joined Daddy outside the stall as Eddie emerged from the tack room, a program in his hands. He pointed to a map on one of the pages. “There.”


“Thanks,” Daddy said. “Do you have the measuring wheel?”


Eddie disappeared briefly and returned with the wheel.


“We’ll be back for the jog, and then Roan can hack him around one of the warm-up fields.”


Eddie nodded and ran a hand through his short, thinning gray hair. “Y’all will do good here. I feel it in my bones.”


Eddie’s bones were always optimistic.


Other riders and trainers were filtering into the meeting room when Daddy and I arrived. Jamie Benedict, who had trained with Daddy for years before moving to Frank’s barn, sat beside me. One of us often came in second to the other’s first, but I’d rather lose to Jamie than to someone else. Even though he was older than I was, he’d always treated me like an equal. Other riders tried to intimidate me because I was young.


“You riding Psycho Pony?” he whispered.


“Jasper. You?”


“Luna. Hi, Monty.” He reached across me to shake Daddy’s hand.


The show park officials joined us, and the meeting started with announcements. Daddy jotted down notes in the margins of the program.


“How’d you do in the draw?” Jamie asked.


“One.”


“Ouch.”


“Someone has to go first.” I never admitted to nervousness.


After the meeting, we headed to the cross-country course for the official walk. We started off in a large group, but gradually we spread out. Daddy used the wheel to measure the exact distance between jumps. The course covered three miles, but because it was shaped like a horseshoe, the finish was only about a hundred yards from the start.


He dug his heel into the turf by a jump at the edge of the woods. “Good ground. But watch out here. You’ll take off in sunlight and land in shadow.”


I wrote sunlight/shadow on the course map.


We returned to the barn in time for the jog. I put on my jacket and buttoned it. Daddy brushed nonexistent lint from the lapel.


The jog took place on an asphalt path lined with pots of flowers; spectators were kept at a distance by ropes strung between stanchions. A panel of officials, including a veterinarian, assessed Jasper’s soundness as I trotted him away from them, toward them, and back and forth in front of them. My legs were long but his were longer, and I had to run to keep up with him. He shone with good health and excellent care, and he was passed with smiles and nods from the panel.


Back at the barn, Mateo saddled him while I shed the jacket and downed a bottle of water from the cooler in the tack room. I might have been running a fever, but the late afternoon felt more like midsummer than fall. Sheridan was still warm, too, but at our altitude we’d been getting frost. The leaves hadn’t even begun to change here.


When Jasper was ready, Daddy boosted me into the saddle. I gathered the reins and tried to compartmentalize my discomfort. He walked alongside us on a path to one of the warm-up fields bordering the parking area. The field had a circus-like atmosphere, with different riders in various stages of exercising their horses. In the center, some riders were practicing the movements for tomorrow’s test.


“Walk-trot-canter around the field,” Daddy said. “Both directions.”


Jasper and I stuck to the perimeter fence, walking around it once, then trotting, then cantering, and then reversing and doing it all over again in the opposite direction, and at some point I became so absorbed in riding that I forgot about my UTI pain.


Daddy and Eddie waited at the edge of the field, watching us intently.


“That’s good,” Daddy called. “He’s stretched his legs and had a look around.” He glanced at his watch. “We’d better check into the hotel.”


Mateo and I groomed Jasper and bedded him down while Daddy and Eddie went over tomorrow’s schedule. I took a carrot from the cooler, broke it into pieces, and dropped them into the feed bucket. Jasper vacuumed them up, frothing pale orange around his lips, his black eyes luminous. One of the old books in Daddy’s study maintained that the first consideration in choosing a horse was a kind eye. There were more important things to look for, but I always remembered that phrase when I looked into Jasper’s eyes.


On the drive to the hotel, I reclined my seat back. I’d hardly slept the past two nights because I’d been so uncomfortable, but I dozed now, rousing only when we stopped and the engine shut off. I sat up and blinked in the sallow light under the awning.


“Wait here,” Daddy said.


The hotel was a couple of miles from the park, so a lot of other horse people were staying here, too. I waved at a group of them and tried not to look tired. Good thing I was only competing on one horse. In the summer, I sometimes rode two or three horses at a single event. I didn’t have the energy for that this weekend, especially with midterms next week. School always overlapped the beginning and end of the season.


The thought of school was more unwelcome than usual, and after a moment I remembered why. Sass. Mama.


Compartmentalize, I told myself in Daddy’s voice. All that could wait. I was in Middleton, and I had a job to do.


 


THE NEXT MORNING Daddy called me before dawn. I showered, slicked my hair into a bun, and dressed in my dressage attire: white riding pants, shirt, stock tie, black dress boots, blunt silver spurs. I had just put on the shadbelly, the special cutaway black jacket, when there was a knock on my door. I peeked through the peephole and opened it.


“You look like a winner, darlin’,” Daddy said. “How do you feel?”


“Like a winner.”


The sun rose as we drove to the park. I loved early mornings, and on competition days I could have taken on the world.


Eddie had left coffee brewing in the trailer, where he and Mateo had stayed the night. Daddy poured a mug for himself, black as tar and twice as strong, and half a mug for me. I added cream from the tiny refrigerator, and we walked together to the barn.


Eddie had braided Jasper’s thick black mane and sewn the braids into perfect rosettes. I drank my coffee and wolfed down an energy bar as he tacked my horse. Daddy checked the girth and the bridle. Jasper’s ears were alert, and he mouthed the bit, but there was no eye-rolling or head-tossing. Horses had more than a dozen facial expressions, and Jasper’s was bright, interested. He was practically smiling. I grinned myself.


Competition was an hour away, but as soon as he was ready, I put on my black dress helmet and white kid gloves. Daddy gave me a leg up—the saddle was more comfortable today than it had been yesterday—and led us to the same field we’d ridden in yesterday. It was almost deserted.


“He’s always quiet in the barn,” Daddy said, “but you know he lights up under saddle.”


As if to verify that, Jasper danced sideways with his hindquarters. I took him through some figure eights to get his attention and bend his body, and when his back was soft and round and the stiffness in his hindquarters was gone, I moved him into the trot.


“Hands,” Daddy said as we passed him.


I corrected my hand position. I tended to carry my left hand higher than my right.


We went into a canter, and Jasper bucked, a major fault.


“Let him get it out of his system,” Daddy called.


Jasper relaxed into the canter, and after a while Daddy had me put him through some lateral work and lead changes.


When he said, “Let’s take him over to the practice arena,” my nerve endings trilled. We would enter the dressage arena directly from the practice arena.


Outside the ring, Mateo went over Jasper’s glossy dark bay coat one more time with a spotless white hand towel. Daddy straightened the tails of my jacket. While they tidied us up, I observed the other riders. Jamie and Luna looked fit. So did Bree Reardon and Bingo. Charlatan slung his head as he entered the arena; Michael’s face was taut.


“Somebody’s nervous,” I said.


Michael scowled. “Who asked you?”


I shrugged. Psyching out one’s opponent was a time-honored technique.


“Roan,” Daddy said. “They’re fixing to call your class in about ten minutes. Jasper’s listening to you. Maintain that connection, and you’ll ride a good test.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Take a deep breath and let it out. . . . Another one. . . . One more. . . . Good. Stay relaxed. Stay focused. And smile.”


Riders weren’t judged on demeanor, but a grim expression created a negative impression. Daddy even made me smile during lessons so I’d be in the habit.


“Knock ’em dead, darlin’.” He slapped me lightly on the thigh.


I kept Jasper moving around the warm-up arena in a slow trot. A general announcement came over the loudspeaker welcoming everyone to the invitational. Then the announcer said, “Now entering the arena, number one, Emerald Jazz Dancer, owned by Rosemont Farms and ridden by Roan Montgomery.”


The bell signaled the beginning of the test.


As we cantered into the competition arena, everything receded except the horse under me, the stretch of soft dirt ahead of us, and the sun gleaming on the white paint and shiny black letters.


At X, dead center of the arena, we stopped in a solid foursquare halt so impeccable that I almost laughed. I saluted the judges and proceeded into a collected trot, tracking left at C. I rode H to K in a medium trot, resuming a collected trot at K.


Over the next five minutes, we covered the entire arena, executing prescribed movements at particular letters, Jasper gathering tremendous power and releasing it with precision and ease. His strides were even and level, and his back and haunches moved with a relaxed swing. It seemed like we’d barely begun when we halted again at the invisible X.


I held the reins in my left hand, dropped my right hand by my side, and nodded my final salute to the judges. The world rushed back amid applause and cheers and whistles. I patted Jasper’s sweat-damp shoulder. “Good job. Great job.”


Daddy and Mateo met us by the in-gate. Outside the practice arena, we passed Michael, who was up next. If I’d liked him better, I’d have felt sorry for him.


“Hard act to follow,” I said.


He shot me a dirty look.


I swung my right leg over Jasper’s neck and dropped to the ground. Mateo draped a cooling sheet over him.


Daddy handed me a bottle of water. “Beautiful, darlin’.”


“Pure class,” Mateo said.


“Thank you,” I said to Mateo. It was impossible to offer sufficient thanks to my show team. They always made me look good. They were well compensated—Daddy was an exacting but generous employer—but I never wanted them to think I took them for granted.


Mateo acknowledged my thanks with a nod and led Jasper away while Daddy and I waited for my score. I was high as a kite.


“That was Emerald Jazz Dancer, ridden by Roan Montgomery, with a score of 54.8.”


Subdued applause from the stands reflected disapproval of the judges’ scoring.


Daddy was philosophical. “Luck of the draw. If you’d ridden later, you’d have scored better. You were damned near perfect.”


When he said something as extravagant as “damned near perfect,” he meant it.


At the barn, Mateo was hosing Jasper off in the wash rack. Jasper curled back his upper lip as Mateo sprayed him in the face.


“Go back to the trailer and change.” Daddy held out the key.


We watched another two hours of the competition, had sandwiches with Eddie and Mateo, and walked the course twice more. By dusk, the dressage results were in. I’d placed tenth, which worried me, but standings could change completely by this time tomorrow. Cross-country was where Jasper and I excelled.


As we drove back to the hotel, I started thinking about a bath. I smelled like a barnyard—which I didn’t mind. The combination of horse and sweat and leather was my aromatherapy.


The lobby was packed and noisy with horse-show people. Vic Embry from Sports News Network kissed my cheek. “I’ve been trying to catch up with you two all day. You rode a phenomenal test.”


“Thanks.”


“How about a drink?” Daddy said to Vic. He handed me a plastic key card. “Go on up, darlin’. I won’t be long.”


I exchanged greetings with other riders and trainers as I squeezed onto an almost-full elevator. Jamie, wedged in the back but a head taller than everyone else, said, “Well done.”


I pressed the button for the third floor. “You, too. Congratulations.” He was in first place.


“I mean it. You were robbed on your score.”


“Luck of the draw.”


In my room, I took my hair down and rooted around in my duffel while the tub filled. I had packed a jar of lavender bath salts, made by Gertrude, who had different ideas about aromatherapy.


“Lavender’s supposed to help you relax,” she’d said.


“Do you think I need to relax?”


“You put a lot of pressure on yourself.”


I found the jar with its pretty hand-lettered label. Gertrude was tireless, keeping two houses, cooking for us as well as for herself and Eddie—and she still did stuff like this.


Mindful of the fact that I still had a bladder infection, which felt worse now than it had at the show park, I poured a shallow handful of the lavender salt into the tub. It smelled sweet, but I didn’t have a lot of faith in its relaxation properties. Something from Mama’s medicine chest would work better, but I didn’t dare raid her pills. She kept a close inventory.


I stepped into the tub and settled back against the cold white porcelain. Hot water closed over me. Bliss.


I sank lower and let my arms float. Water filled my ears and muffled the noisy flow from the tap.


A hot bath was better than a pill. At least, it felt better. Judging from Mama’s ability to sleep like the dead, a pill was more effective. Or lots of pills. I could eat handfuls of them, like she did.


That, and not Mama’s accounting system, was the real danger. I returned to my original conclusion: A hot bath was better than a pill. I was less likely to kill myself this way, unless I dozed off and drowned.


What kind of idiot fell asleep and drowned in the bathtub? I snorted and sat up, wiping water from my eyes. Then I jolted upright. Daddy leaned against the doorway, his arms folded as casually as if he were in line at the bank, but his eyes were gluttonous.


I drew my legs to my chest and hugged my knees. “We’re at a show.”


He rarely bothered me at shows. I counted on that. But he didn’t budge.


I leaned forward and shut off the water. “I’m in the bath.”


“Vic and I ran into Frank and decided to have dinner,” he said. “Shall I bring you something?”


“No.”


His eyebrow went up.


“Sir. No, sir.”


He came in and sat on the side of the tub. I tried to make myself into something small, with a shell, as he unwrapped a miniature soap and dipped his hand into the water. I was rigid as he sluiced hot soapy water across my shoulders.


“It’s all right. I’ve bathed you since you were little. You used to bathe me, too.”


I remembered. “Daddy, please.”


Soap-slick fingers trailed down my spine and up again.


Gooseflesh rose all over me, even underwater. I stared at the dripping faucet.


“Look at me,” he said.


The water beaded into another droplet, swelling until its weight pulled it free. Drip.


He pushed his fingers into my hair, made a fist, pulled my head back. “Look at me.”


I did.


He kissed me, his mouth gentle and persuasive. When I didn’t resist, he loosened his grip and disentangled his fingers. Then he tugged my earlobe and arranged a strand of hair over my shoulder.


“Order something from room service. I’ll give you a wake-up call in the morning.” He kissed my forehead. “Don’t stay up too late. Love you, darlin’.”


“Love you, too, Daddy,” I whispered.






- Two -


DRESSAGE AND STADIUM jumping took place in arenas, but cross-country was spread out over acres of fields, hills, valleys, and woods, and negotiating obstacles at speed was all that mattered.


I’d studied the course map last night while I picked the turkey off a club sandwich in my room and again over an early breakfast with Daddy in the hotel restaurant, where he and the competition exchanged quick smiles and firm handshakes and best-of-lucks for the day while I concentrated on the map. I was riding first again. The order of go wouldn’t be reshuffled until the day’s results were in.


As I had with the dressage test, I visualized my ride, associating the obstacles on the map with the obstacles on the course. I’d noted every landmark, turn, takeoff, and landing, and I’d written target times on the map; I knew exactly where I needed to be and when I needed to be there. Strategy was important, but it was theory. I was ready to get on my horse and ride.


The show park was a postcard come to life: cloudless pastel sunrise, emerald grass, tidy white rail fences, immaculate flower beds with masses of chrysanthemums in autumn colors. It was a perfect day to kick ass.


We went straight to the barn, where Jasper dozed, one hind foot cocked, ears at half-mast. As regal and imposing as he looked when we were working, he was downright goofy in the barn.


“He was awake for breakfast,” Eddie said. “He’s just relaxed.”


Daddy opened the door to the stall, and Jasper woke up and shook his head vigorously, as if shaking off his silly barn persona.


“Okay, darlin’,” Daddy said. “Here we go.”


While he and Mateo saddled Jasper, I went into the tack room and finished dressing. I was already in a black polo shirt, jodhpurs, and boots, and to this I added a protective vest, my oversized Clox sports watch, and my crash hat. Eddie strapped the required medical armband around my upper arm. I put my number on over the safety vest and pulled on well-worn black gloves.


We warmed up in an almost empty arena, where Jasper took flight over practice fences as if he had wings. Bree Reardon was wearing a leopard-print shirt that matched Bingo’s headstall and saddle pad. Daddy said black and white made a cleaner, more classic line, but it would have been fun to match my horse’s tack wearing something besides black.


“Good job,” Daddy said as we walked briskly toward the course. “Watch your balance and keep coming into eighteen. You hesitate in the least, he’ll hesitate, too.”


Hesitation mattered to the degree of one-hundredth of a second, less time than it took to blink.


Eddie led us in a big circle behind the starting box.


“Press on where you can,” Daddy said. “Be aware of your time. Ride it the way we planned. Aim to finish in about seven-five, seven-ten.”


The seconds ticked off on the big Swiss timer by the box. I adjusted the fit of my helmet and the Velcro fasteners on my body protector.


“You listening?” Daddy said.


“Seven-five, seven-ten.”


His eyes narrowed. I returned his gaze mildly, and he decided I wasn’t talking back.


“One,” called an official, and Eddie led us into the starting box.


Jasper quivered with anticipation.


“You’re awake now, aren’t you?” I murmured.


The timekeeper began counting down from ten.


“Nine . . . eight . . . seven . . .”


At “zero”—eight o’clock precisely—we lunged forward in a gallop.


The first three jumps were fly fences, wide but not much of a vertical challenge, and Jasper took them with ease.


We approached the fourth fence, a brush pile, and he telegraphed a microsecond of doubt.


“Jump!” I yelled, and he cleared the pile.


On landing, I squeezed him with my legs, asking him to open up his stride, and we streaked across the field. I rode low and flat to decrease wind resistance, but coming to the stone wall, I sat up and used every natural aid I had: seat, legs, hands, and voice.


“Jump!”


We sailed over the wall.


At the coffin jump, three fences set in a dip, Jasper rounded himself in and out of the combination. We raced uphill. At the top, we leaped onto and off the bank jump.


The clock ticking in my head was second nature, but as we approached one of the novelty jumps, an obstacle constructed to resemble a giant horseshoe, I consulted my watch. We were going faster than we needed to, but we were in tenth place. With all the other riders yet to go and stadium jumping tomorrow, I needed to finish well within the allotted seven minutes, thirty seconds. Daddy had said so himself: “Seven-five, seven-ten.” At this pace we would beat that by at least fifteen seconds, but Jasper wasn’t showing any signs of fatigue. I decided not to check his speed.


Twenty-eight jumps, and he soared over every one of them. I whooped as we blew past the timer.


I slowed to a jog. Friction from the reins had lathered Jasper’s neck with frothy white sweat, but he was prancing as we met Daddy, accompanied by Eddie. I hopped down, winded.


“You see your time?” Daddy nodded toward the timer at the edge of the field.


My mouth dropped open. 6:37.02. I turned back to Daddy. The coldness in his eyes sucked the exhilaration out of me.


There was such a thing as going too fast. Jasper was huffing but not exhausted or wind-broken.


Eddie caught my eye and patted Jasper’s neck, right where the reins had worked the sweat into foam, patting it into invisibility.


“He’s okay.” I sounded more certain than I felt. Riding too fast could earn me a yellow card. I’d received one last year for failing to have my chinstrap fastened during a warm-up.


One of the course veterinarians approached for the mandatory vet check.


My heart was beating as hard as Jasper’s as I led him around while the vet—and Daddy—observed him. The vet placed his stethoscope to Jasper’s side and felt his legs.


“Good to go,” he said.


I longed to go with Eddie as he started back to the barn with Jasper, but Daddy put a firm hand on my elbow. “Vic wants to talk to us.”


He led me to a flower bed bordered by a white rail fence. The green hills of the cross-country course rose beyond it, a pretty backdrop for an interview.


Vic stood in the foreground, illuminated by lights on tall stands and silvered umbrella reflectors. His producer, Laura, held an arm out to Daddy and me, indicating that we should step nearer to the talent. Then she joined the camera operator, the red light on the camera came on, and she said, “When you’re ready, Vic.”


“Ready?” he asked Daddy and me. “Three, two, one.” He looked straight into the camera. “I’m here with Roan Montgomery, who has just completed the cross-country in blistering time here at Middleton, and her father and coach, three-time Olympic gold medalist Monty Montgomery. Roan, that was a tremendous athletic effort.”


I tried to project the elation I’d felt at the finish. “Thank you.”


“You came in nearly a full minute faster than the optimum time for the course. Are you concerned that might have taken too much out of your horse?”


Since I hadn’t earned a yellow card or harmed Jasper, that was the remaining problem. If I’d fatigued him, he could be sluggish or sore for tomorrow’s stadium jumping.


I kept smiling. “Daddy puts a lot of emphasis on conditioning. Jasper’s in phenomenal shape. He’ll be ready tomorrow.”


Vic stuck the microphone in Daddy’s face. “Monty?”


“I won’t say she rode exactly to orders, but it’s easy to second-guess when you’re not the one on the horse. Considering his form, I think they have as fair a chance as anyone else tomorrow.”


“You’ve consistently jumped clean cross-country rounds all season,” Vic said to me. “That qualifies you to ride in two-star events next year. How do you feel about that?”


Vic always asked, “How do you feel about that?” I liked to imagine someone who’d lost saying, “Like shit.” Also, it was conceivable that someone who’d come in first could feel bad, as I did now.


“Awesome. We’ve been working hard, and we were ready for this. But there are a lot of great horses here and a lot of riders who’ve worked hard all season.”


“Don’t you have an advantage? No one else is training with Monty Montgomery.”


Daddy gave my shoulders a fond squeeze, and I flashed a smile up at him, our trademark Daddy’s girl gesture.


“I’m very lucky,” I said.


 


BETWEEN TIME PENALTIES and falls, cross-country proved a nightmare for the other riders. Luna went down at the water jump. She was uninjured, but Jamie was taken away in an ambulance, drenched, dazed, and holding his left arm against his chest.


I expected Daddy to light into me as soon as we were alone, but he was tight-lipped on the drive back to the hotel. What I’d done wasn’t the worst thing in the world. He’d have been more pissed if I’d failed to move up in the standings.


The voice in my head whined with justification.


In the lobby, again mobbed with show people, we accepted congratulations on my new first-place standing. Daddy smoothly fulfilled his role as proud father-trainer-coach, but every comment on my time was another bullet in his arsenal.


We endured an uncomfortable elevator ride. The doors parted, and Daddy strode toward our rooms, somehow taking up the whole width of the hall so I was forced to tag along behind him.


He unlocked the door to my room. “Get cleaned up and changed.”


“Are we going to the party?”  There was always a big party the night of the cross-country phase. Usually it was fun, even though Daddy never let me stay long.


“No. We have reservations in an hour.”


“Who are we having dinner with?” At shows, we often dined with executives from the companies whose products I endorsed, Romolo Madrid Saddlery and Clox Sports and Fitness Watches.


“No one,” Daddy said.


Great. Dinner for two with Daddy.


I showered, dried my hair, and put on a black skirt and soft white cashmere sweater. Mostly I wore riding clothes or my school uniform, but Mama shopped all the time, and she often came home with something for me. I thanked her, but I couldn’t have cared less about clothes.


Daddy knocked on my door, freshly showered himself, every inch the athlete he’d been before I was born, the rider who had single-handedly generated popular interest in the rarefied sport of three-day eventing. He’d been introduced so often as the face of eventing that his teammates had taken to calling him “The Face.”


I followed him through the parking lot to the Land Cruiser. At six o’clock, the sky was dark and the streetlamps had come on. I fastened my seat belt. He did not. He never wore a seat belt, and after he retired he’d stopped wearing a helmet when he rode. Daddy the Invincible.


The restaurant was dimly lit, elegant. Tiny lamps glowed on the tables.


He ordered a bourbon and branch for himself, milk for me, and Chateaubriand and Caesar salad for both of us. When the waiter left, he said, “What time did I tell you to turn in?”


Here it came. At least we were in public. He would never display a bad temper or poor manners in public. Even in private he seldom yelled. Sometimes I wished he would—until he did, and then I was reminded that his persistent icy-calm logic was preferable.


“Seven-five, seven-ten.”


“What time did you turn in?”


“Six thirty-seven.” I didn’t bother with the fractions.


“Why did you not follow my instructions?”


“I wasn’t thinking.” Not true. I had been thinking. My mistake.


“Nor were you looking at your watch or listening to me. Nor did you grasp that seven-ten was more than fast enough. You won today, but you may lose tomorrow because of it.”


“It’s a twenty-five-second difference.” My argument was weak. Half a minute didn’t mean much in everyday life, but it meant a lot in cross-country.


“Twenty-eight, to be precise. Or thirty-three, if you’d ridden it in seven-ten. The effort it took leaves Jasper with less for tomorrow. It was irresponsible. It shows immaturity and lack of judgment. All you had to do was ride the way I told you to.”


“I’m sorry. But the way cross-country used to be run—”


“Long form requires different training. No one else rode like you rode today. Their horses are going to be fresher tomorrow because they weren’t misused today.”


“I didn’t—” I’d been about to say I hadn’t misused my horse, but I had. There was no excuse for the way I’d ridden. “I’m sorry.”


He lifted two fingers to get the waiter’s attention and signaled for another drink.


“Frank regrets selling him,” he said.


The seemingly casual comment deflated my lungs. He was threatening me. In my lap, I clasped my hands in a bone-crunching handshake. “It won’t happen again.”


When the food came, I downed a few bites of meat and drank my milk. I wasn’t the equestrian Daddy was, but I was a better rider with better judgment than I’d exhibited today. Daddy, having made his point, didn’t rub it in, but neither did he recant his threat or try to make me feel better, although he was the one person who could have.


As we walked down the hotel hallway—side by side this time—he said, “I’m fixing to call your mother. You want to talk to her?”


The last thing I wanted was a strained conversation with Mama.


“No, sir.”


He kissed my forehead. “I’ll wake you up in the morning. Love you, darlin’.”


“Love you, too, Daddy.”


In my room, I crawled into bed fully dressed. He didn’t often make threats, but his coaching style wasn’t all positive affirmations, either. He reserved his charm for the public. It drove me crazy sometimes, the man I knew versus the man everyone else saw.


What had me wound up at the moment was the threat of losing Jasper. I had other horses. Their talent equaled his, and I won on them, too, but I’d fallen in love with Jasper; we’d had an instant chemical attraction, a perfect connection. He was magic, and when we were together, I was magic, too.


Daddy had no patience for romanticizing. I was a professional. I was expected to act like one.


I glanced at the minibar but had enough sense not to raid it. Unable to take the edge off, I faced facts. I’d stupidly disregarded Daddy’s instructions today. He had an almost supernatural understanding of horses and riding, not to mention more experience and talent than anyone else I’d ever met. He’d literally written The Book on Eventing.


He hadn’t actually said he was on the verge of selling Jasper; the threat was more subtle. Still valid, but Jasper and I weren’t in immediate danger. All I had to do was ride the way he told me. I could do that.


I led his threat into a stall in my mind. The barn was getting crowded.


I changed into my nightgown and got back into bed with my lit book. Midterms were next week. Excellence was expected on all fronts.


I’d read a few pages when I became aware of Daddy’s television from next door. No, not his TV. His voice.


I got up and pressed my ear to the wall between our rooms.


“By the way, she moved into first place today.”


His tone suggested Mama should have asked but hadn’t. The conversation was like every other conversation they had, Daddy full of heavy-handed implications, Mama responding with a complete lack of engagement, regardless of the topic.


Their unhappiness was my fault. Some parents might have told a little white lie about their child’s date of conception, but Mama had made it clear that Daddy married her only because she was pregnant. She’d been more than willing to have an abortion. She’d told the same stories so many times they’d lost their power to hurt me, except for one, the story about her moving my crib from the small nursery adjoining the master bedroom to a room at the opposite end of the house.


“But we won’t be able to hear the baby cry,” Daddy had objected.


“Exactly,” Mama had replied.


Had the things that were wrong with my family started there, with a screaming baby who needed to be silenced? My first nursery had been converted into a closet, the second nursery had become the same bedroom I’d slept in all my life, and I still couldn’t be heard at the other end of the hall.


The hotel walls were much thinner than the walls at Rosemont.


“You keep combining pills and bourbon, and I’m going to come home and find you dead.”


That would be inconvenient—police, medical examiner, unfavorable publicity, the embarrassment of an overdose. People asking why.


I took the TV remote from the dresser and climbed back into bed.


“You’re out of your mind,” Daddy said.


I switched on the TV and turned the volume loud enough to drown out his voice—too loud for me to keep reading. I closed my book and turned off the lamp and channel-surfed until I landed on an old black-and-white movie, and the strange too-fast cadences of the actors’ speech, their not-quite-British accents, lulled me to sleep.


 


SINCE I WAS in first place overall, I would ride last in Sunday’s stadium jumping, but we were at the park early because Daddy wanted to see what Jasper’s energy level was like and how he was moving after yesterday’s ride. I had some concern about that myself.


Eddie led Jasper around the stable yard and reported he had eaten his usual hearty breakfast. Daddy checked his legs and satisfied himself that they were cool. There was another vet inspection by the same panel who had evaluated the horses on Thursday. Jasper was sound, eager, and energetic.


About half an hour before show jumping was to start, the course was posted on a bulletin board outside the open-air arena.


Daddy took it in at a glance and moved aside to allow me to study it and to make room for other riders, who were jostling to see it. Bree stepped on my foot and didn’t apologize.


It took me maybe thirty seconds to memorize the pattern of the course, subject to the striding and turns Daddy would advise. I’d follow his instructions to the letter.


“Riders, you may walk the course,” came over the loudspeaker.


I turned away from the bulletin board and found myself eye to eye with Bree.


She smirked. “Nice job yesterday.”


“Thanks. Sorry you had such a poor finish. It’s a terrible way to go into today.”


That unsettled her. I saw it in her eyes.


“Good luck,” I said cheerfully, and I joined Daddy by the gate, where coaches and riders were already streaming onto the course.


The brightly painted fences and pots of flowers flanking them were festive in the early-morning sun. More than half the bleacher seats were taken, and people were still getting settled.


“Roan,” Daddy said.


“Just checking out the crowd.”


“Check out the course. You have to anticipate what might be a problem for him.”


Tight turns could save time and ground but you risked leaving your horse unbalanced coming into a jump, which could result in downed rails. I sized up the trouble spots: short distances between fences at the start of the course; the seventh fence right by the in-gate could tempt Jasper to duck out; tall bushes after eleven might make him think we’d taken the last jump, which could cause him to jump flat, but around the bushes was one final obstacle, a black-and-yellow wall oxer.


At each fence, Daddy gave me his advice, and I was pleased that it echoed my own solutions, but even if it hadn’t, I’d have done what he said. All I had to do was ride the way he told me.


We sat in the stands and watched the competition. Rails came down. Riders were disqualified. Bree’s round went badly. Sophie Archuleta rode brilliantly until her horse shied at the wall oxer and she came off.


Daddy stood up. “Let’s go warm up.”


I was already dressed except for my tie, hunt jacket, and helmet. I put them on while Daddy saddled Jasper. He walked us over to a warm-up arena, where he stood with one foot propped on the lowest rail of the fence and Jasper stepped out smartly in an extended walk. Under me, he felt good—not tired, not misused. My spirits rose, and after a couple of circuits I nudged him into a trot and then into a canter.


In the adjacent arena, Frank Falconetti raised his voice. “Don’t sit against him, Mike. He’ll flip his head and not see the fence.”


I looked over. Michael shortened Charlatan’s reins.


“No,” Frank yelled, “you’re making it worse. Try again.”


Jasper and I took some practice fences, Daddy occasionally prompting from the sidelines but mostly just watching. Finally he inclined his head toward the gate. Michael and Frank were gone. The warm-up arenas were empty. It was time.


 


THE ARENA WAS quiet as we entered.


The opening circle, taken at a lope, allowed Jasper to see the fences and the judges to see us. All the horses still competing had passed this morning’s vet check, but the judges wanted to observe each horse’s fitness for themselves.


We triggered the timer as we approached the first jump. I aimed Jasper at the middle of the fence.


We were still in the air when I sighted the second fence. One stride into the landing, I took him into the curve that would give him more distance, two more good strides before taking off.


I knew before his front hoofs touched the ground that we had to take seven strides to the brick wall. An eighth would throw him off. I squeezed with my calves.


Jasper’s takeoffs were strong, he cleared the fences with inches to spare, and he landed without breaking the rhythm of his canter. We finished the course with no faults in a respectable sixty-eight seconds, tying with Michael and Charlatan—and thanks to our cross-country results, that meant I was not only the youngest rider ever to compete at the invitational but also the youngest winner.


We lined up with Michael and the third- and fourth-place competitors in the middle of the arena for the awards presentation. The president of the show park handed me a heavy silver cup and clipped a big blue ribbon to Jasper’s bridle, and we took the traditional victory canter around the arena.


I patted Jasper’s neck as we trotted out the in-gate, grateful beyond words to him.


Daddy took the silver cup. I dismounted and rubbed Jasper’s ears and pressed a kiss between his eyes. “Thank you,” I whispered. I thanked Mateo and Eddie, too, before they led him off. Daddy walked with them for a few paces, giving Eddie instructions for the ride home while I accepted a congratulatory kiss on the cheek from Frank, who looked happy for me and pleased for Michael, who had placed second. I tried not to imagine Michael winning on Jasper.


“How’s Jamie?”


“Back home. Doped up, so he’s not in too much pain.”


Daddy returned empty-handed. He’d passed off my trophy to Eddie or Mateo. I’d have liked to hold on to it, but the important thing was the win, not the cup.


“Think you’ll make it Thursday?” Daddy said to Frank.


Thursday? Oh. Thanksgiving.


“Planning to.”


“Great. Ready, darlin’?”


“Monty.” Vic approached us. “A word for the camera?”


We gave another interview to Vic, and now that I’d made up for my cross-country sins, it was easy to smile, to be gracious and generous, to be with Daddy. Afterward I autographed programs for a gaggle of preteen girls made giddy by the very idea of horses and posed for pictures with them.


Eventually we started for home. Middleton was thirty miles behind us when Daddy said, “You lucked out, darlin’.”


The glow of winning dimmed. I recognized the truth, and behind it the veiled reminder that my future with Jasper wasn’t a given. I’d have to work to keep my horse.






- Three -


WHEN WE GOT home, I found Mama passed out on the living room sofa. The lights and the television were on. She got spooked when she was alone. Once upon a time, I’d kept her company when Daddy traveled, but then I got older, and her drinking got worse but still didn’t create enough of a buffer between her and her family, so she’d added pills. After that I’d begun accompanying Daddy when he taught his clinics.


Tonight he’d driven down to the barn to do the walk-through. I left my bags in the entrance hall and checked on Mama.


Unconscious, when she couldn’t say things that hurt, she was beautiful. She lay on her back, one hand thrown over her head, her long, shiny black hair tumbling around her shoulders.


I touched her shoulder. “We’re home.”


No response.


“Do you want supper?”


“You back already?” She turned away, snuggling into the cushions.


I turned off the television and most of the lights and took her highball glass and the bottle of Maker’s Mark from the coffee table. I left the bottle by Daddy’s place in the dining room.


I put the casserole Gertrude had left us in the oven and took my bags up to my room. Mama wouldn’t be at the table, so I didn’t bother to change clothes, but I washed my hands and face before I went back downstairs.


The warming casserole smelled rich with Cajun spices and andouille sausage. At least once a month Gertrude prepared a dish from her native New Orleans. Daddy disliked heat, so she went lightly on the cayenne, but the andouille would have a bite.


He came in from the back porch. “Where’s your mother?”


“Living room.”


After he passed through the dining room, I went to the kitchen door and cracked it open to listen: labored sigh, receding footsteps.


I was tossing the salad when I heard him again.


“Kit, you need to eat something.”


Food was one of many battlegrounds they fought on. Mama was thin, like a coat hanger, and determined to stay that way. She watched what I ate, too, to Daddy’s annoyance. And mine. In eventing, strength was more important than thinness.


Mama’s speech slurred.


“Fine,” Daddy said.


I checked the casserole. I was ravenous, but Gertrude didn’t believe in microwaves. She said they robbed food of nutrients and changed its texture.


Daddy pushed open the kitchen door. “Supper ready yet?”


“It would be if we had a microwave.”


He smiled briefly.


“I’ll serve the salad,” I said.


Polite conversation was encouraged at meals, so as he made his drink, I said, “Midterms are this week. My lit exam is tomorrow.”


A groan came from the living room. I was disturbing Mama’s coma.


Daddy didn’t even blink. “You study this weekend?”


“Some. I need to review everything.”


When we finished the salad, I took away the plates and salad forks. In the oven, the casserole bubbled at the edges, but the middle was cool. Good enough. I scooped Daddy’s portion from around the outside and mine from the middle.


“What other tests do you have?” he asked as we ate.


“Biology, French, and history.”


“But you’ll be done on Wednesday. And you’re feeling better.”


“Sir?”


“Your bladder infection.”


From the living room, Mama snored lightly.


I planned to finish the antibiotics, but the pain and burning had disappeared. “Yes, sir.”


“That’s good.”


I finished eating before he did, my mind compartmentalizing with shocking facility. I didn’t have to think about Wednesday night yet. Time to be a student.


“May I be excused?”


“Sure. Leave the dishes for Gertrude. I’ll clear up after myself.”


I took the back stairs up to the second floor. They were original to the house’s 1690 construction, and more than three centuries later the stone steps, grooved with use, canted to one side, but they came out right by my room.


Moonlight shone through my window, bathing the room in light and shadow. I closed my door and wished I could lock it, but since Daddy didn’t take my grades lightly, I was safe tonight.


 


THE NEXT MORNING I was at the barn by five to muck stalls. The grooms were already at work. Daddy was supervising the feeding.


“Good morning. Ready for your test?”


“Yes, sir.” I yawned, covering my mouth with my hand. “Sorry. I didn’t go to bed until after midnight. Morning.”


He didn’t offer me the option of returning to the house for another hour or two of sleep. I hadn’t expected him to. I liked barn chores and enjoyed a semiformal camaraderie with the grooms. They liked that Daddy required me to understand stable management from the ground up, and they especially liked that if I completed my own work with time to spare, I helped them with theirs.


I rolled open the door of Jasper’s stall and went inside.


“How are you, beauty?” I laid my cheek against his neck and inhaled. Horses always smelled good, but they had an extra tang in the fall. It smelled like childhood, countless early mornings, long days, and late nights at home and at shows—grooming, mucking, riding, and loving every minute.


Jasper, none the worse for the weekend, shambled along beside me as I led him to his paddock. It wasn’t good for the horses to inhale the dust stirred up by cleaning.


I went back for Vigo, who stalked down the aisle as if he were king of the barn. Beneath his haughty demeanor, he was a teddy bear. I liked riding him.


Psycho Pony, not so much. Her real name was Diva. The nickname was a joke I had with Jamie. She glared and turned her hindquarters toward me when I opened her stall door.


“You’d better not kick me, you cow.” I swung her halter toward her flank. She shifted her rump away from me and allowed me to put her halter on. The halter was okay. The lead rope was suspicious but acceptable so long as I kept it short. A longe line or hose was cause for an epic freak-out.


Diva and I made a good story on paper. She had been sired by Lord Byron, Daddy’s favorite horse. The media never tired of pointing out that both Diva and I were descended from Olympic gold medalists, though Diva was second generation and I was fourth. But both of us were roans, which led to the endlessly fascinating fact that I’d been named after a horse. Luckily, I didn’t bear Byron’s actual name. Daddy had named me after his color. He was a blue roan, his sleek black coat shot through with white.


Diva had inherited Byron’s coloring, talent, and temperament—beautiful, brilliant, and a total head case. Every show we took her to made special provisions for her. She had private warm-up times so no one else would be in the arena. Stalls on either side of her remained empty. She bit, she kicked, she pulled faces at people and other horses. She was a nightmare except when she was under saddle, when she was a dream. Even so, I disliked her. I didn’t mind a challenge, but Diva was dangerous.
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