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PRAISE FOR





Roll the Sun Across the Sky


“A spellbinding story of a complex woman and her imperfect choices, and how those choices resonate from mother to child and beyond. Probst’s latest is a treasure—her nuanced portrait of tragedy and renewal is profound and moving, and impossible to put down.”


—Fiona Davis, New York Times bestselling author of The Stolen Queen


“Probst has created an unflinchingly gritty, sexy anti-heroine you can’t look away from. I gritted my teeth and hoped for the best as I raced toward the conclusion.”


—Alka Joshi, New York Times best-selling author of The Henna Artist and the Jaipur Trilogy


“Roll the Sun Across the Sky mesmerizes from the first pages. How can one be good and still exist in a complicated world? Barbara Linn Probst deftly handles this question via her complex characters in this multi-generational novel. Stunningly written, compelling, and suspenseful, this is an unforgettable read.”


—Julie Maloney, author of A Matter of Chance and director of Women Reading Aloud


“With vivid intensity, from the fading glamour of the Orient Express to the elite enclaves of Manhattan, Barbara Linn Probst delves into a woman's decades-long journey through love, loss, and wisdom—an exploration of growth and self-discovery that is raw and profound.”


—Randy Susan Meyers, author of The Many Lives of Ivy Puddingstone




“If the devil is in the details, Probst is diabolically good. . . . Characters are richly drawn, exotic locations are artfully described, and the language is fresh and sometimes poetic. . . Much to chew over, including explorations of the role of motherhood, the need for forgiveness, and the power of memory. Thought-provoking, textured, and touching.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Probst masterfully succeeds in bringing out the nuances of mother-daughter relations, as well as the complicated nature of grief.”


—BookLife Reviews (Editor’s Pick)





PRAISE FOR BARBARA LINN PROBST





Queen of the Owls


“A nuanced, insightful, culturally relevant investigation of a woman’s personal and artistic awakening.”


—Christina Baker Kline, New York Times #1 best-selling author of Orphan Train and A Piece of the World


“A stunner about the true cost of creativity, and about what it means to be really seen. Gorgeously written and so, so smart. . . . Probst’s novel is a work of art in itself.”


—Caroline Leavitt, New York Times best-selling author of Pictures of You and Days of Wonder




“Probst plumbs the depths of Elizabeth’s desperation with a delicacy that underlines the brutal truths her protagonist must face . . . . A thought-provoking, introspective examination of self and sexuality.”


—Booklist


“A ‘must-read’ for fans of Georgia O’Keeffe and any woman who struggles to find her true self hidden under the roles of sister, mother, wife, and colleague.”


—Barbara Claypole White, author of The Perfect Son and The Promise Between Us








The Sound Between the Notes


“A tour de force steeped in suspense . . . a sensitive, astute exploration of artistic passion, family, and perseverance.”


—Kirkus Reviews, starred review


“Barbara Linn Probst delivers yet another powerful story, balancing lyrical language with a skillfully paced plot, and offering a deep exploration of the search for identity and connection.”


—Julie Cantrell, New York Times best-selling author of Perennials


“A beautifully-written, engrossing, and emotional journey through a woman’s search for her own identity.”


—Midwest Book Review 




“A story of tragedy and triumph, of the push and pull of family, of the responsibility we feel to ourselves and those we love. Once I started the book, I couldn't put it down until I reached the last, gorgeously written note.”


—Loretta Nyhan, Amazon best-selling author of Digging In and The Other Family








The Color of Ice


“Exquisite . . . a passionate tale of love, loss, redemption, and healing as seen through the power of glass and ice.”


—Lisa Barr, New York Times best-selling author of Woman on Fire and The Goddess of Warsaw


“Seamlessly portrayed, tenderly sculpted, The Color of Ice is an alluring, stunning literary vision that will stay in your mind long after you finish it.”


—Weina Dai Randel, Wall Street Journal best-selling author of The Last Rose of Shanghai


“A brilliant novel of art and passion set against a stunning Icelandic backdrop. Through vivid descriptions and a keen insight, Probst creates a seamless journey of self-discovery culminating in acceptance, healing, and ultimately, unconditional love.”


—Rochelle Weinstein, author of This Is Not How It Ends and When We Let Go


“A vivid travelogue, an ode to art, and a compelling journey of self-discovery—all in one remarkable, utterly engrossing novel.”


—Katherine Gray, award-winning glass artist and resident evaluator on the Netflix multi-year series Blown
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. . . the daily miracle of dawn when, for a brief moment, time feels suspended and everything seems possible.


—THIERRY GUILLEMIN, painter from his 2024 show: The Promise of Dawn
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THE LAST DAYS OF THE ORIENT EXPRESS 1977





The summer before I ruin his life, Robert and I travel across Europe—from Amsterdam to Paris and Milan, through Yugoslavia and Bulgaria, all the way to Istanbul, on what turns out to be one of the last crossings of the once-glamorous Orient Express. We fly home at the end of August, and by October everything Robert thinks he knows has been shattered. I don’t mean that the trip to Europe caused the ruin of Robert’s life. It’s simply the order that things happened back then.


The three-day train ride from Venice to Istanbul is my idea; everything is my idea, including the trip itself. I like my job, teaching English at a girls’ school in Brooklyn, but all year, ever since the September morning when I handed out freshly-mimeographed copies of the syllabus, I’ve been dreaming of a summer in Europe. I imagined myself tossing bright new coins into the Trevi Fountain, sipping espresso at the Café de Flore in Paris, licking chocolate and whipped cream from my fingers in Vienna. At eighteen, I would have been happy wandering from place to place with a backpack, Eurail pass, and two or three girlfriends. At twenty-four, I want to go with a man. Not Robert, necessarily. But he happens to be the person I’m dating and, like me, is on a schoolteacher’s schedule.


I work out an itinerary and convince Robert to join me. He questions the logic of some of my plans, but mostly he is easy to persuade. He even agrees to the Orient Express. As it happens, we’ve both seen the film of the Agatha Christie novel and have similar, equally incorrect, visions of what the train will be like—forgetting, or wanting to forget, that Christie’s novel was written decades before we were born and intended, even then, as fiction.


We arrive at Santa Lucia Station early in the morning, lugging suitcases and paper bags filled with grapes, peaches, bread, cheese. The Orient Express we board in Venice is, of course, nothing like my image of “the world’s most luxurious train.” There are no Russian princesses, chandeliers, or gleaming mahogany. Still, the very fact of the journey is thrilling. We find an empty compartment in one of the cars idling on Binario Quatro, and Robert hoists our suitcases onto the overhead rack. There is a faded photo of Hagia Sophia pinned above the seat.


For a while, we have the compartment to ourselves. We sit by the window and watch the scenery roll past: scalloped hills, rows of olive trees, houses made of orange stucco with dark green shutters folded over tall windows, geraniums in clay pots. Women bend in their gardens or stretch to pin big white sheets to clotheslines that loop from tree to tree. Workmen with dark caps and rolled shirtsleeves wait for the train at the local stations. Our fellow passengers lean out the windows to buy cold drinks from the women and boys who rush toward the cars, waving bottles and shouting in Turkish and Italian.


At Trieste, Yugoslavian workers crowd onto the train, heading home for the weekend. One of them makes his way into our compartment. He is tall, scowling, with a striped tee shirt stretched tightly across his chest. He sits down next to Robert and helps himself to one of Robert’s cigarettes. Then his features shift. Grinning, he raises a finger to signal wait a moment, pulls a pair of stiff new blue jeans from the bag between his feet, and points to Robert’s suitcase. Robert leans toward me and whispers, “I think he’s smuggling jeans across the border and wants us to pretend they’re ours. Otherwise, he has to pay duty.”


I wonder how Robert knows this, but it’s exactly the sort of thing he knows. Import duties, exchange rates. “No, nyet,” I tell the Slav. His grin turns insolent and he edges closer, puts his hand on my arm. I jerk away. I can’t believe Robert is sitting there, letting the man into our space. “Get rid of him,” I hiss.


Robert winces but doesn’t move; his lips are fixed in a sheepish smile. I hear the clack of the train wheels, the echo of voices. I can’t stand how long it’s taking Robert to respond. Why is this so difficult? The Slav waits, as if he already knows that Robert will give in.


After a moment Robert extends his hand and accepts two pairs of jeans. The Slav looks pleased. He claps Robert on the back, puts another cigarette behind his ear, and slips out the door.


I inhale, preparing words to convey my displeasure. Before I can speak, three people push into our compartment, right behind the departing Slav. A German family: husband, wife, and teenage son. They pile coats and parcels onto the empty seat. A loaf of bread juts from the open end of a paper bag.


There are five of us in the compartment now. I assume that someone will take the remaining seat, despite the mound of coats, since the corridor is packed with workers squatting on bundles or standing near the open doorway, smoking. But whenever one of them presses his face to the glass, trying to peer inside, the German waves his hands and shouts, “Occupato, occupato!” He turns to Robert and me with a distasteful look. “Arbeiter,” he explains, the German word for worker, meaning lower class, not one of us.


At the Yugoslavian border we doze while the train crew is changed. It’s dark outside, quiet except for the high-pitched barking of a dog. A two-story building with boarded windows marks the border. Men in uniforms with red stars on their caps prowl the corridors. Every so often, one of them yanks open our door and glares at us.


One of the soldiers demands to see our passports. Robert and I hand him our documents, and he frowns. The German translates into French, a language I can more-or-less speak. It seems that our visas are lacking a particular stamp. I understand the words, but not the reason for the problem. More sentences in German, French, another language I don’t recognize. The German says we have to take our passports to the police station, the building with the boarded windows, and have them authorized. “Une personne,” he says. “Eine person. Der Mann.”


He means husband. I try to explain that we’re not married. Robert Altschuler, Arden Rice. Pas marié. The soldier doesn’t understand or doesn’t care.


Robert says that he’ll go. I need to guard our seats, the peaches and the grapes. He takes the passports and follows the soldier. I lean against the cracked leather, folding my arms. The German woman offers me some bread, but I shake my head. I’m already having crazy thoughts. Guns, a Communist prison. The train leaving without Robert, who now has my passport. I hear the grinding of the engine, a strain of discordant music. Just as the whistle trills, Robert appears in the doorway. The German woman pats my hand. The train begins to move, and the man in the striped tee shirt returns to claim his jeans, no longer smiling. We don’t see him again.
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We pass the first night in our cramped compartment, legs stretched between the legs of the German family across from us. As the sky grows light, we sit up, stretch, and peer out the window at the Yugoslavian countryside. There are fields of tall yellow corn, haystacks built against poles, red-roofed villages. Peasants swinging shovels and scythes. Women in headscarves, men leading horse-drawn carts piled with straw. Many of the villages have no electric wires, though some have television antennas. All have churches. As we move eastward, the pointed steeples give way to Orthodox onion bulbs.


I take out my mirror and try to comb my hair. My mouth is dry, my skin slimy, and I can smell the others. It’s no use trying to wash. The stench in the toilet at the end of the car is so bad that we go there only when we must. The Germans dab at their necks as the train speeds on to Belgrade.


At Belgrade we get out while cars are exchanged. A uniformed guard points to his watch and demonstrates that we have half an hour until the train departs. The station is dark, dirty. No color, only shades of black and grey. We buy some börek, the Turkish pastry stuffed with spinach and feta cheese. Bread, bottled water. I want to look around—it’s my only chance to see Yugoslavia—but Robert is afraid to miss the train, so we elbow through the crowd and make our way back to our car, clutching our packages. The grease from the börek is already starting to leak through the brown paper. We fan ourselves with Italian magazines, too weary to read.


Later that afternoon, we arrive at the Bulgarian border. The guard takes a long time searching the Germans’ luggage. The son leans close as the soldier studies his tee shirts —Pink Floyd, Fleetwood Mac—but the father motions for him to step back. Finally, the guard indicates that he’s finished, and the father hurries to fasten the straps. Robert starts to pull our suitcases from the rack, but the guard dismisses him with an impatient gesture. “America,” he snaps. Apparently, he’s not going to search our luggage. He asks for our passports and stamps them quickly. Then he says, in heavily-accented English, “You stay in Bulgaria?”


“No,” I tell him. “We’re going to Istanbul.”


“Transit visa,” the guard says. “Sixteen American dollars, each person.”


I turn to Robert. “I thought you took care of that. When we stopped.”


“I’m not sure this is legitimate.” His words are slow, uncertain. “I think they’re just trying to get money from us. Anyway, we don’t have American dollars. Just Italian lire.”


I start to vibrate with a weirdly thrilling oscillation between panic and rage. I’m furious at Robert and excited by my own fury. I want to shove him aside and take over. Then I want to clench my teeth and make him take charge, even if he fails.


Robert turns to the guard. “Will you take a traveler’s check?”


I choke back a laugh, though the guard doesn’t understand. Robert tries again. “I have about twenty dollars in Italian money,” he says. “Is that enough for the two of us?”


“Twenty dollars?” The guard curls his lip and stamps our passports a second time before handing them back. Robert draws a wad of Italian lire from the pocket of his jeans. The man shakes his head. “American dollars,” he repeats.


“I only have Italian lire,” Robert says. “It’s worth at least twenty dollars. I can work out the exact amount if you give me a minute.”


The guard stares at him, as if he can hardly believe Robert’s stupidity. Then he jerks the door open and slams it behind him as he leaves. Robert puts the lire back in his pocket.




“That was awesome,” I tell him. He’s done what I never expected. Proven himself, proven me wrong. Maybe he’s someone I want after all. I put my hand on his. “You were amazing. You bluffed him like a pro.”


Robert looks at me strangely. “I wasn’t bluffing. I told you, that’s all I had. I wouldn’t play games with the Bulgarian police.”


I let my hand drop. I’m disappointed. Relieved. I don’t know what I feel.


The guard doesn’t return. The German family eats the last of their bread and sausage. This time, they don’t offer us any.


At Sofia, the Germans depart and their places are taken by three Poles and a skinny Italian student named Leonardo who has beautiful dark eyes and the hopeful beginnings of a beard. Leonardo carries all of Carlos Castaneda’s books, in hardcover, in his backpack. “Do you know Mr. Castaneda?” he asks. “I have heard that he lives in California. In America.”


“We live in New York,” I tell him. I give Robert a quick private eyeroll that immediately makes me feel dirty and wrong. I send Leonardo a silent apology.


The Polish girl, Anya, speaks broken English and begins to flirt with Robert in a sweet, kindly way. The Polish boys—brothers, friends, it’s impossible to tell—are huge and blond, stupid-looking. I stare at their enormous thighs, their pink cheeks. Skinny sincere Leonardo is crushed between them. Anya sits on Robert’s other side, leaning across his lap to point out the passing sights.


After a while, she tires of the scenery and takes out her Polish-English and English-Turkish phrasebooks. We laugh at the unpronounceable syllables and exchange curses in Polish, French, Italian. I tell her that my father’s family came to America from Poland, between the wars. They were Ryżu then, before they became Rice. She gazes at me in delight. “We’re sisters!”


She motions to the Polish boys. “Come, time to eat.” Then she grabs me by the shoulders, burrowing her face in my neck. “We gobble you up, Arden Ryżu!”


At home, I would hate this. But I am not home, and Anya’s delight is contagious. I wrap everyone in my laughter, even Robert.


After a while, the sky darkens. The little compartment feels cozy and intimate. Robert and I share our bread and cheese. The Poles share their fiery Bulgarian vodka. We pass the bottle around, applauding each other’s toasts. The air is thick with cigarette smoke and the heat of bodies. One by one, we drift off to sleep, heads on each other’s shoulders.


We reach the Turkish border at four in the morning. Groggy, greasy with sweat, we wait for the guards to make their way to us. The train is halted for two hours, three hours, as they examine each passenger’s visa. Again, we Americans are passed over in the baggage check. Then there is a sudden, loud commotion. Apparently two Egyptians are being ousted from the train and sent back to Sofia, amid much shouting and cursing. At last, the train begins to move again.


Eight in the morning, and it’s already hot and humid. It’s our third day in the same clothes. We eat the rest of the börek, washing it down with warm water. Leonardo munches on a pear while Anya dozes against the chest of one of her companions. Robert gazes listlessly out the window.


I’m desperate to use the toilet. My trips to the latrine have been as infrequent as I could bear. The sink doesn’t work, and there’s no one to mop the floor or empty the metal can that’s overflowing with soiled paper, crusts of food, and sanitary napkins wrapped in newspaper. I’m pretty sure, from their smug grins when they return, that the Polish boys have urinated off the side of the gangway between the cars.


The pressure from my bladder is excruciating now; there’s no putting this off. I take a wad of tissues from my bag and stand, stepping over legs as I stumble into the corridor. When I get to the latrine, I’m relieved to see that it’s free. I take a deep breath, bracing myself for the smell, and pull the door shut behind me.


It won’t close. I pull harder, then realize that one of the hinges has broken free. The door is hanging crookedly from its remaining hinge, leaving a wedge-shaped gap. There’s a rusted bolt, but it’s too short to reach.


Damn it, I think. I’m not pulling my pants down in an unlocked toilet.


I push the door open and look around. A man is leaning against the inside of the car, smoking. He is heavyset, with hooded light-green eyes. It seems unlikely, but I ask anyway. “Speak English?”


He blinks, his face expressionless. “Parli italiano?” I ask.


This time, he lifts his chin. “Si.”


“La porta,” I tell him. “Can you guard it for me?” I don’t know how to say, “Make sure no one comes in.” Then I remember a sign in Milan, when we got to La Scala too early. “Chiuso,” I say. I pantomime shutting the door. “La porta needs to stay chiuso.”


I know I should find a woman, but there are no women lounging near the toilet. I give the man a final look, somewhere between pleading and don’t mess with me, and fling open the door. I close it as much as I can, roll down my jeans, and prop myself so my skin doesn’t touch the rim of the bowl. Then I shut my eyes and surrender to the merciful release.




When I open them, I see another eye watching me through the crack between the door and the wall. Green, like the inside of a grape. Somehow, I’m not surprised. I’m not afraid, either. But I’m angry.


Fuck you, I think. You really want to watch, big guy?


I stand, wipe myself carefully, not even trying to hide what I’m doing. The man disgusts me, but I won’t cower. I have nothing to apologize for.


When I’m done, I push the door open, hoping to hit him in the face, but he’s gone. I make my way back to the compartment. Robert has fallen asleep.


We make our way across Turkey, and the landscape changes again. Instead of red brick houses and vegetable gardens, there are tents, dust. Men with tall staffs tend cattle and sheep. One man has a pole across his shoulders, a bucket swinging from either end; another guides an ox with a stick. The women, clustered around stone wells, wear pantaloons and head scarves. Children play in the dirt.


We take turns sitting by the window, for the fresh air. Leonardo has just begun his turn, leaning out so far that it’s hard to believe he won’t fall, when someone raps on the door. I start to get up, but Leonardo has already slid back inside. He raises a palm. “Please.”


He steps across the Poles’ outstretched legs and opens the door to our compartment. A small dark woman is framed in the doorway. She is gesturing angrily, hands opening and closing like beaks. “Bad men,” she shouts. “You help.”


“What’s wrong?” Robert asks, sitting up.


“Turks.” She turns her head and spits. Then she makes a gesture with her hands—her right index finger pumping in and out of her left fist—that can’t possibly stand for anything except fucking.


Anya looks interested. “Insieme?” she asks in Italian. “O con te?”


Leonardo translates. “She wants to know if they’re screwing each other or want to screw her. The woman.”


I lean forward to hear the woman’s reply. “You help,” she repeats. She points at Robert, who is older than the others—and American, which means he has more authority. “You come.”


I look at Robert and raise an eyebrow. He’s going to singlehandedly take on a group of sex-crazed Turks? To my astonishment, he actually seems to be considering her request.


“Qubanti?” he asks. Then, as if remembering that the woman knows some English, he adds, “How many Turks?” He flushes. “I mean, how many men? Their nationality doesn’t matter. I don’t believe in stereotyping people.”


It’s obvious that he’s lost her. Anya looks amused. She can’t have followed all that English, but Robert’s awkward, backpedaling speech—explaining, instead of jumping up to help—needs no translation. She pokes one of the Polish boys and lifts her chin toward the woman in the doorway. Go. You.


The Poles stand and move toward the woman. She lets out a screech. “Bad men!” she screams. She backs away, slams the door in their faces. We hear her running down the corridor.


“She’s crazy,” I say. “I don’t think there were any Turks bothering her.”


“Or maybe she just wanted me to rescue her.” Robert gives me a coy, smug look. “If she couldn’t have me, she wasn’t interested.”


I can’t believe he’s serious—unless Anya’s silly flirting has made him think he’s some kind of stud? Anya flirts with everyone, even me.


I look away, finished with the conversation.
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We arrive in Istanbul late in the afternoon of the third day. As soon as the brakes grind to a halt, everything bursts into a frenzy of movement, urgency, noise. A conductor runs through the car, flinging open doors. “Arrive, arrive!”


People spill into the corridor, shouting and passing suitcases overhead. Within seconds, our companions have grabbed their belongings and are pushing into the aisle, calling merrily, “Goodbye, goodbye! Arden and Robert, you have fun!”


Wait, I want to cry. Aren’t we going to kiss each other’s cheeks, exchange addresses?


There is a flash of scarlet from Anya’s sweater, and then they are gone. There is only Robert now. And me.


We stumble off the train. I feel dizzy, lightheaded. Disoriented. I want to share my cleverness with Robert—“Disoriented, as in: no longer on the Orient Express?”—but it takes all I have to lift one foot after another. I try not to inhale the stench of bodies.


Robert and I are thrust forward. Elbows and parcels thwack against me, a sack of hazelnuts, a chicken squawking in a wire basket. Nausea rises in my throat. I lurch against Robert—and realize that I’ve made a mistake.


I thought the train was simply a way to get to our destination. Something to endure, a story to tell later, about what we went through to get to the glamor of the Blue Mosque and the Grand Bazaar. But we’re at our destination, and it’s no different. There are faces inches from mine, with pockmarked noses and gleaming teeth. Heat, flesh. The smells of diesel and cooked meat. A world as crowded and dirty as the train.


We make our way out of the station, onto the teeming street. People thrust food at me, donut-shaped rolls covered with sesame seed, cucumbers peeled and sliced lengthwise with a salted knife. Boys run through the street with trays of tea in painted glasses balanced on their heads. Tiny children sell cups of water. Old men sit by scales, a lira to weigh yourself. Younger men strut past, arms loaded with jackets, sweaters, shoes. Others lounge in front of cafés, smoking waterpipes. The women, linking arms, wear coats buttoned to the neck or dresses over loose trousers. A fat woman plays an accordion.


Robert has a piece of paper with the address of the tourist office; they’ll get us a map, a room. I want a private bathroom. It’s an extravagance, but I don’t care. I don’t want to squat on a porcelain square that someone has just used. I want my own shower, a door that locks.


We cross the street, dodging a minibus as it careens around a corner. People are hanging out the doors and windows, suspended by an elbow or fist. The minibus slows to a half-stop and, somehow, six more people get on. Robert and I are swept along by the crowd—in the wrong direction, away from the tourist office.


There’s no air, no space between one person and another. It’s worse than the train. As if there were no destination after all.


Finally, we break free, stumble into a doorway. Robert puts a hand on my shoulder. I want to slap it away. I want everyone to leave me alone, even him. Especially him.


I wanted to go to Europe with a boyfriend, but Robert is the wrong person. I was impressed with him at first—the way he organized our currency, with little packets for each country; at the Rijksmuseum, when he knew so much about the paintings. I thought he was deep because he took a long time answering my questions, sensuous because he made love slowly.


It’s only later, in Egypt, that I realize I’ve made each thing into what I wanted it to be. And much later, back in America, that I learn how cruel my impatience can make me.




All this happens in 1977, when I am twenty-four and think that I understand everything important about life and people and myself. Of course, I understand nothing at all.













GLEN FIDDICH 2013





For as long as she could remember, Arden had been told that she was impatient, and she rarely denied it. First, because it was true, and second, because it seemed to her that there were worse things than being impatient—like being stingy or two-faced or pretending to be right when you knew very well that you weren’t.


Or not texting when you said you would, which was what her husband Connor was doing right now. He’d promised to text and let her know that, yes, he and Leigh were on the early morning train to Manhattan, but it was eight-seventeen and he still hadn’t. It wasn’t like him, especially since it was her sixtieth birthday and not just any old day.


Connor and Leigh, her daughter, were coming into Manhattan together, full of secret birthday plans that Arden wasn’t supposed to know about—and might, of course, be the reason for his distraction. Even so, the absence of a quick little message hurt more than she wanted to admit.


Connor had spent the night in Albany after an all-day conference and was meeting Leigh on the southbound train, as he sometimes did, since she lived in one of the towns on its route. He wasn’t Leigh’s father—Leigh’s birth was years before they met—but he’d been more of a parent than any of her previous fathers, none of whom Arden wanted to think about and definitely not today.


Danielle, her ten-year-old granddaughter, was already in the city. Arden had wanted to do something special for her, so she’d picked Danielle up the day before and taken her to the costume exhibit at the Met, followed by an expensive lunch. Danielle had removed the mint leaves, goat cheese, and shaved radish circles from her salad, as Arden knew she would. That left only the lettuce and grated carrots. And the rolls, of course. Arden didn’t care. She loved her granddaughter, though ten was a difficult age, even for someone with a mellow temperament and adaptable nature, neither of which Danielle had.


Arden knew that Danielle irritated her mother. When Danielle had to align the silverware just so or posed one of her quirky, out-of-the-blue questions, Leigh would give her a deadpan look and change the subject. The deadpan looks made Arden uncomfortable; surely a mother would find her child’s idiosyncrasies charming, at least some of the time? Yet Leigh didn’t seem to. Well, Arden would. That was one of the reasons for the visit to the costume exhibit and the extravagant lunch.


She checked her phone again. Eight twenty-four. Danielle was still asleep, burrowed under the wedding ring quilt in the guest room, but she’d have to wake her soon. Arden was certain that there would be a “surprise” brunch, probably at La Grande Boucherie, and Danielle moved slowly. She desperately hoped there wouldn’t be sixty candles.


Sixty. Arden could hardly believe it. She’d outlived three Kennedys, two Beatles, seven crew members of the Challenger, and three thousand people trapped in the Twin Towers. She was a survivor, partly by luck and partly by something other than luck, a mixture of agility and bullishness that she’d honed over the years. She’d done what she needed to do, no matter what kind of rock slide was threatening to bury her. If that meant keeping her eyes straight ahead, ignoring the debris—well, so be it.


It was a trait that had won Connor when, supposedly, he wasn’t winnable. Arden had been thirty-eight when they met, twice-divorced, with an adolescent daughter and a ridiculously oversized apartment on Riverside Drive. The official story of their meeting was that Leigh, who was doing a school project on sustainability, wanted to visit a place that actually practiced the principles she was studying. Arden found a farm two hours north of Manhattan, midway between Pine Plains and Red Hook, that did all the right things to preserve soil health, manage rainwater, and support a resilient ecosystem. She called and arranged a visit. 


The McRae Farm had been in continuous use for three generations; Connor, the grandson, had taken it over when his father died. But Connor wasn’t the affable farm-boy Arden had pictured. He had a graduate degree in crop sciences, an eye on the cash register, and an aloof edge. And, of course, he was breathtakingly handsome.


According to the official story, Leigh had wanted to see the barn where the horses were kept, tripped on a rock, and had to be taken to an urgent care center in Rhinebeck where she got five stitches on her left shin. Connor had been attentive and solicitous. He insisted on driving them to the clinic and, when they returned, cooking them a farm-to-table dinner. Arden had scanned the farmhouse for signs of a wife but there weren’t any, just three college students who seemed to be living and working on the property. After dinner, he’d given them a basket of perfect red apples to take home.




Later, Arden turned it into a joke. “Call me Eve. He offered me an apple, and I couldn’t refuse.”


From there, however, the official and unofficial stories diverged. In the version that Arden related to those who asked, she and Connor began a friendship that eventually turned into a romance. In the real story, the Eve quip was more cringe-worthy than clever. While the mythic Eve wanted to cover her nakedness when she bit into the apple—Arden, in contrast, wanted nothing more than to throw the apples on the ground, rip off her clothes, and slide her arms around Connor’s spectacular body. Her lust, blindsiding her, felt juvenile and embarrassing.


Just as they were about to leave, the basket of apples stowed in the back seat, one of the college students offered to take them to see the horses while it was still light. “I felt bad,” the student said. “Your daughter wanted to see them so badly.”


Arden could feel Leigh’s surge of eagerness, her hope. “You go,” she told her. “You’re the horse fan. I’ll wait here.”


Connor waited with her, leaning against the side of the farmhouse as the student helped Leigh into a tractor and propped her bandaged leg on a crate. Arden watched the tractor disappear down the lane, acutely aware of the man next to her. The two-way buzz was unmistakable. Warning lights flashed in her brain. He was too young, too handsome. Plus, it had been a while. Deliberately. After two marriages and a string of stupid affairs, she’d sworn she was finished.


On the other hand: maybe not.


As if he’d read her mind, Connor gave her a long, thoughtful look. “You’re a lovely woman,” he said. “I’m sure you know that. But it’s only fair to tell you that I’m celibate right now.”


Reactions collided across Arden’s astonished mind. Had she been that obvious?


And then: Who the hell was celibate, intentionally?




And then: We’ll see about that.


Again, Connor seemed to have heard her thoughts. “It’s not some kind of weird come-on. It’s just something I need to do.”


Arden couldn’t help herself. “But why?”


“I’ve been screwing too many women, that’s all.” Connor dropped his eyes, and Arden couldn’t tell if he was being reticent or showing off. “I need to redirect that energy toward my inner development.”


The image of Connor screwing too many women seared itself into her flesh. Which women? How many? And what, exactly, was it they did?


Then, in the next instant, Arden wanted to roll her own eyes at his ridiculous New Age declaration—because, really, all those gurus had mistresses and illegitimate children, and it didn’t seem to stunt their inner development one bit. Unless he was inventing a reason to reject her?


Well, fuck that. She’d been through too much to get rejected by some jargon-spouting fruit farmer. She lifted her chin and tried to salvage her pride by turning the conversation into the kind of banter she was good at. “Hey, that’s my line. Works every time.”


“Don’t do that,” he said.


“Do what?”


“Get all cold and brittle. It’s just something I’m doing. It’s not personal.”


The hell it wasn’t. Everything was personal to the people it affected. You could quote whatever cliché you wanted, but in the end the person standing in front of you felt what they felt. Only a callous or clueless person would claim otherwise, and she didn’t think Connor McRae was either.


Arden folded her arms and studied the man who was leaning against the farmhouse and, clearly, studying her too. The buzz was still there. And something else, a kind of curiosity, like a thought bubble suspended over their heads: Who are you, really?


He intrigued her. And she was certain that she intrigued him too.


Oh, let him redirect his precious energy. Eventually he’d get tired of that lunacy and come to her—because no healthy man who wasn’t an actual monk could keep that kind of pompous self-denial going forever.


“I was thinking of lunch,” she said. “A nice platonic lunch. I owe you a meal after that wonderful dinner.”


“It was my rock she tripped over. Dinner was the least I could do.”


“Is that a yes or a no?”


Connor smiled. “It’s a yes.”


They made a plan to meet at a restaurant in Rhinebeck the following Tuesday—and then, as it turned out, every Tuesday after that. Connor was good company. He was full of ideas, interested in everything, and interested in what Arden thought, too—about Ram Dass, Robert Mapplethorpe, The Tao of Physics. Did she think industrialization made it impossible to have a direct relationship with nature? Did she think competition was part of our evolutionary DNA or an aberration?


By the third Tuesday, Arden found herself staying to help him deliver produce to a circuit of rural churches. One week it was apples; the next week, blueberries or tomatoes. She hoisted the heavy cartons into the back of his pickup and onto the stainless-steel counters of the church kitchens, surprised that she could do it—or was her own celibacy, begrudging as it was, making her strong?


Winter vegetables began to replace the fruit. Parsnips, squash, cauliflower. Sometimes Connor would include a few tiny pumpkins or late-ripening tomatoes. The autumn light, slanting through the high windows, turned the color of honey.


One afternoon, as they were setting crates of tomatoes onto a butcherblock table, a small girl appeared in the doorway. She had a gingham dress and thin blonde braids. “What are you doing?” she asked.


Connor turned to her and smiled. “We’re the tomato elves. We give people tomatoes on their birthdays.” He picked up a bright red tomato and held it out to her. “Here you go. For you.”


She shook her head. “I can’t. It’s not my birthday.”


“Every day is your birthday,” Connor said. “It means everything is brand-new, like the day you were born. Every moment, really.”


The girl grabbed the tomato and ran off. Despite herself, Arden was charmed. It struck her that she might be starting to appreciate Connor’s experiment, improbable as it seemed. This intentional celibacy did seem to make things easier—lighter, freer of all that scheming and expectation and then, afterward, the endless analysis.


And yes, okay, she wanted credit for her open-mindedness and wondered if this was a test she had finally passed. A strange test, especially for someone with her complicated history.


Or else it was the perfect test. Tomatoes. Celibacy. Of course.


In a single head-smacking moment, right there in the sunlit kitchen, Arden felt everything come together. Her whole broken life, the pieces snapping into place.


Her heart began to pound so hard that she had to put a palm on her chest, as if to hold it in. She needed to tell Connor what she had understood. Right now, this very second, as if everything depended on telling him before the next thought came and turned it into a tidy little parable with a purpose and a plot—instead of what it really was, something nascent and huge.




And she would have told him, she was sure of it, but there was a rummage sale in the church parking lot, and then the truck wouldn’t start and he had to borrow jumper cables, and by then it was late and he had to get back to the farm. She sat next to him in the truck, hugging her elbows as she watched the telephone poles click past.


She’d tell him at their next lunch. Speak. Let herself be known, at last.


They met the following Tuesday at a sushi place that Connor liked. Arden tried to quell her nervousness—half excitement, half dread—as she pulled her chopsticks across the table. “You know,” she began, “I think I can see how your celibacy might be helping you.”


To her surprise, Connor laughed. “Oh, I’m not doing that anymore.” He lifted a dragon roll with a deft pinch.


Arden froze. He wasn’t?


Was this it, finally, her reward for waiting? But why hadn’t he told her, the moment he decided? “What do you mean?”


He shrugged. “I met this woman who’s into polyamory, and it seemed like a better way to practice non-attachment.”


Arden felt the chopsticks slip from her fingers. They fell onto the table in a symmetrical X, as if whatever she’d thought was going on between them had been marked incorrect. “Polyamory?”


“Many and love,” he explained. “No limits on who you can love. Just giving and receiving, without preferring one person over another.”


For a long humiliating moment, she couldn’t speak. Then the words dropped from her lips like chips of ice. “And how is that different from screwing too many women—except that you don’t have to lie or feel guilty or worry about anyone’s feelings?”


“It’s based on respect.” His voice was calm, almost casual. “Both people agree to each thing that happens, moment by moment.” He met her eyes. “Interested?”


Arden stared at him as he reached across the lacquered tabletop and drew his fingers along the skin above her wrist. Tendrils of sensation slid up her arm, like silk.


Then, like the flick of a switch, she felt her fury uncoil and rise up in a spear of white-hot rage. As much as she’d wanted him to touch her, all those Tuesdays, she had accepted his celibacy experiment so she could be with him. But this polyamory bullshit was nothing, nothing like that. She wasn’t a member of someone’s harem, no matter what kind of pretentious, self-serving name he gave to it.


Anger burned though her. She grabbed his hand and shoved it across the table, onto his plate. “Leave me alone,” she hissed.


No limits on who you can love. He was a child. A thirty-eightyear-old woman with a child of her own had nothing in common with a thirty-three-year-old New Age wannabee.


She pushed away from the table and stormed out of the restaurant, flinging the door so hard that it bounced open again. She’d survived more than anything Connor McRae could do to her. Two husbands, a life stuffed into garbage bags, a clump of blood in the toilet that wasn’t a baby after all. She’d done some shitty things, but she didn’t share, compromise, or wait for someone to decide if she was worth desiring. It was the tripod of her identity and she wasn’t going to change it now, not for a glib, self-righteous apple farmer who had no idea what he was talking about.


So much for Connor McRae. If she’d imagined there was something else between them—well, she’d been wrong. It wouldn’t be the first time.




[image: ]


When he called three weeks later, asking if she would meet him for a drink, Arden was surprised. He’d drive all the way to Manhattan, he told her—because he had to see her, talk to her. The tremor in his voice startled her, even more than the call itself.


She hesitated, not trusting his motives or her own. Then the curiosity she’d felt, the first time she met him, made her push the hesitation aside. “All right,” she said. “I’ll meet you in Tarry-town.”


They met at a pub by the river. A waiter took their order, then set their tumblers of Glen Fiddich on the little wooden table.


Connor gave a polite nod. Then he leaned forward, hands clasped, and began to speak. No prologue. Just his story.


It turned out that the woman who introduced him to polyamory was only using him to make her husband jealous. She wasn’t committed to loving everyone equally; she just wanted to gain the upper hand with a man who was losing interest in her. And when she did, polyamory became irrelevant. So did Connor.


Arden stiffened. So that’s what this was, a rebound drink, balm for his wounded pride. Yet there was something in his voice that made her stay, keep listening.


“I thought I’d be angry,” he said. “So angry that I’d rush off to prove no one could treat me like that.” His eyes were locked on hers. “What I really felt was ashamed. Because I realized that my interest in polyamory was just as dishonest as hers.”


Arden felt the air sharpen between them. Every inch of her wanted to comment, maybe even gloat, but she willed herself not to move.


“It wasn’t about love,” he said. “It wasn’t even about sex. It was about vanity. My endless need for the hit, the thrill, when I knew that someone couldn’t resist me.”


Again, Arden waited. She needed to listen to what he was saying and not add, even in her mind, what she wanted him to say. I didn’t appreciate you. He hadn’t said that. He was talking about himself, not her.


“There’s a moment,” he told her, “like the moment the addict sees the needle? That’s what I wanted. Polyamory gave me a pretty theory to wrap it in, but underneath I was the same as I’d always been.” His voice cracked. “I thought I was entitled to have that thrill, whenever I wanted it.”


“Because you’re so attractive.”


“Because I’m so attractive.”


She liked him for that. The way he just said it, a fact.


“Good looks might seem like a gift,” he said, “but they’re not. Not if they make you shallow and stupid, like me.”


Arden remembered the Japanese restaurant, how she’d been ready to fall under his spell. It was a power he knew how to wield.


Because he could get away with it. That’s what he was telling her. Trusting her with.


She understood, because she’d gotten away with things too. Different acts, the same damage.


Connor shook his head. “I can’t believe how naïve I was. Vanity made me naïve, gullible, because I never questioned what I was doing.”


Arden could feel the stillness inside her, and around her. It was like the place between heartbeats. The hinge between past and future, when everything could go one way or another.


It was up to her and what she wanted. There was a part of her that wanted to be right, to say, “I told you so.” To make him suffer and apologize for humiliating her. 


Yet there was something else too. A possibility.




There were things she had done and never paid for, far worse things than toying with someone in a Japanese restaurant. But she could pay it forward, right now. With him. Transform all those mistakes into something good.


She moved her glass of Glen Fiddich to the side and took Connor’s hand. “Maybe gullibility is a prelude to trust. If we never dared to be gullible, we’d never have the experience of trusting someone who turned out to be worth trusting.”


He laced his fingers through hers. “Are you worth trusting, Mary Arden Rice?”


I could be. I could be that person.


Arden thought of the people she had been mean to, or careless with, which ended up being the same thing. How selfish she had been, except with Leigh.


A yearning echoed in her mind, from long ago. Let me be good.


“Yes,” she said. “I am.”


They were married the following spring, even though Arden had sworn she wouldn’t marry again. Connor volunteered to move into the Manhattan apartment: Leigh had a school, a life; she couldn’t relocate to a farm three counties away. When Arden tried to thank him for being so gracious, he brushed away her gratitude. He liked Leigh. She was lively, curious; besides, it was the right thing to do.


Connor turned the McRae farm over to his brother, though he returned to help in the summers, except for the year he had the knee replacement. He still gave seminars on sustainability, attended meetings in Ithaca and Albany. That was where he’d been the day before, transferring from Amtrak to the commuter railroad so he could travel the rest of the way with Leigh. For Arden’s birthday.


Arden looked at her phone again. Eight forty-one. Nothing.




Her impatience spiked. She thought of texting him first, then decided: No. It was her birthday, not his. She threw the phone on the couch, tired of its silence.


Danielle, her granddaughter, screamed in her sleep. An unearthly sound, like the screech of an owl or a crow.


Arden raced to the guest room and found Danielle writhing on top of the quilt. “Sweetheart, sweetheart.” She gathered the girl into her arms. “A dream, darling. You had a bad dream.”


Danielle pulled away. “I didn’t,” she whispered. “I saw.”


At four-thirty that morning, the engineer assigned to operate the commuter train that Connor and Leigh would be on rose from his bed, showered, and drove to work. When he arrived at the railroad’s northern terminus, he bought a cup of coffee and a roll, filled out the required paperwork, and attended a standard safety briefing. The train’s equipment was tested and found to be in proper working condition. The doors opened seven minutes before the scheduled departure and the waiting passengers, including Connor McRae, boarded its six cars. Connor settled into a three-person seat in the front car, where he and Leigh had agreed to meet. The train departed on time for its route into New York.


Two stops and seventeen minutes later, it pulled into a local station along the river where eight new passengers got on, including Leigh. She spotted Connor and gave him a merry wave. “Hey there,” she called. “Did you bring me a bagel?”


Connor turned to greet her. “I did.” Leigh settled into the aisle seat as he extracted two items wrapped in waxed paper from the bag that he’d placed on the middle seat. He had promised to text Arden when he and Leigh met up, but his fingers were greasy with cream cheese and it was still early. Arden was probably asleep. He’d text later.


He and Leigh ate in companionable silence as the train made its way south. By Croton-Harmon, like many of the passengers, they had fallen asleep against the faux-leather seats. Connor awoke, briefly, when they stopped in Tarrytown. He gave a small private smile as he remembered the evening twenty-two years earlier and the glass of Glen Fiddich. Then he remembered, again, that he needed to text Arden, but dropped off to sleep a moment later.


As they neared the Bronx, the engineer was supposed to slow the train in anticipation of the sharp curve ahead. But he didn’t, and the train entered the curve at nearly three times the posted speed.


Later, the engineer told investigators that he’d gone into a kind of daze, like the hypnosis that long-distance truck drivers can succumb to as they stare at the taillights in front of them. By the time he jolted awake and tried to apply the emergency brake, the train was already entering the curve, the front two cars tumbling off the track onto the cliff below.


Of the one hundred and twenty passengers on board, half were injured and five were killed. All five were in the front car. Among them were Connor and Leigh.


It was eventually found that the engineer had undiagnosed sleep apnea, exacerbated by a recent shift to an early-morning schedule.


The call came from someone named Officer Navarro. Bizarrely, Connor’s driver’s license in its plastic case was intact; that was how they determined his identity so quickly. Leigh, whose poor broken body had been hurled down the cliff, wasn’t officially identified until later. 


Arden, frozen with horror, could barely take in Navarro’s condolences. They were just sounds, because consolation was irrelevant. He didn’t understand, as she did, that the train had been moving toward her for years.


The punishment she always knew would come.


The price for all the acts she’d never had to pay for.
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