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“Fast-paced and fluid… heartache as well as joy make this a most enjoyable read.”

—New York Journal of Books

“Authentic, generous, and heartfelt!”

—New York Times bestselling author Mary Kay Andrews

“Following the dramatic arc of the hurricane’s progress, from buildup to landfall to dispersal, The Summer Guests escalates to a satisfying resolution. Loyal readers will recognize Monroe’s signature love of animals, while fans of Elin Hilderbrand and Wendy Wax will enjoy the picturesque setting and heartwarmingly intertwined character arcs.”

—Booklist

“Mary Alice Monroe writes gorgeously, with authority and tenderness, about the natural world and its power to inspire, transport, and to heal.”

—#1 New York Times bestselling author Susan Wiggs

“The Summer Guests is the story of mothers and daughters, a love story or two, and [about] the mystical connection that happens between a rider and a horse.”

—Belle magazine

“The Summer Guests is an intimate and wise novel about what matters most in our lives. Mary Alice Monroe writes with great wit and wisdom about what happens when both human nature and the natural world collide…. Transformational and poignant, this page-turner is your summer’s must-read!”

—Patti Callahan Henry, New York Times bestselling author of Becoming Mrs. Lewis
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“It’s a wonderful book about family and friendship, love of others and learning to love yourself, and self-discovery of goals for the future. Mary Alice has done it again and provided her readers with a book full of unforgettable characters and a fantastic story line.”

—Girl Who Reads
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—Jacksonville Journal Courier
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This book is dedicated to Cynthia Boyle
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FOREWORD

Fourteen years ago our pony-loving family relocated to Wellington, Florida, to begin a new chapter in our lives. The northeast winters were too long, dark, and cold and we were unable to find a balance between the growing demands of equestrian sport and family life. Little did we know that within two years we would be owning and operating the largest and longest-running equestrian competition in the world.

The venture was a combined effort of friends and other equestrian enthusiasts, and after several expansions within the industry in Wellington, we found ourselves drawn to Tryon, North Carolina.

We had spent time in this area, also referred to as the Foothills, with our dear friends and partners Roger and Jennifer Smith. The Smiths had settled in the area several years earlier and had participated in foxhunting as well as show jumping. This part of the Carolinas had suffered greatly during the most recent recession, and we believed our equestrian lifestyle industry model would translate well for many reasons into Tryon’s footprint, with the added benefit of infusing economic stimulus into the community.

One of the greatest benefits of being involved in the equestrian community is that I meet fascinating people from all over the world and various walks of life. One of those individuals is Mary Alice Monroe.

Three years ago Mary Alice and I attended a charity luncheon at our Tryon facility for a horse rescue organization. Mutual friends had introduced Mary Alice to the equestrian world, and of course she agreed to contribute to the event’s fund-raising efforts. We became fast friends and spent a memorable evening together in 2018 when she evacuated from the coast and was staying at my neighbor’s farm.

Mary Alice was among a wildly eclectic group of “evacuees” from South Carolina and Florida being housed at our friend Cindy’s farm. This particular evening will forever be referred to as “Women, Daughters, Babies, Dogs, Wine, Cheese, and Makeup,” not to mention the birth of The Summer Guests.

Any of Mary Alice’s readers knows that each of her stories presents itself as a beautiful and intricately wrapped gift. The reader constantly struggles with wanting to quickly tear off the wrapping and rapidly delve into the book versus carefully appreciating and removing each thoughtfully crafted component that makes up the whole.

The Summer Guests parallels Mary Alice’s journey from the South Carolina coast to the beautiful foothills of North Carolina surrounded by the Blue Ridge Mountains. Dolphins and turtles are replaced with horses and dogs. But true to form, Mary Alice brings her characters with her, thereby also introducing her prior readers to the equestrian world.

The horse community in the United States in particular has the reputation of only being accessible to the wealthy. Although competitive horse sport is by no means inexpensive, the opportunities for exposure and interaction with horses are vast and the ensuing benefits are immeasurable.

The overriding mission of our equestrian partnerships in Wellington, Tryon, and Colorado is to afford everyone across all demographics the opportunity to experience a connection to the horse, whether it be a free ride on a carousel, interacting with our miniature rescue horses, taking a lesson on the riding simulator, or an actual trail ride. The love and appreciation of these incredible animals is nonexclusive.

My life has become far more enriched from having horses in it. I have been able to share experiences with my children that have transcended the mother-child relationship. I have witnessed the miraculous therapeutic benefits of the horse not only for the physically and mentally impaired but also for those suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. In addition, through my affiliation with Brooke USA as a board member, I have been able to contribute in a real way to helping relieve the suffering of working equines and their families in the most impoverished parts of the world.

Mary Alice builds these connections between humans and horses into the story line of The Summer Guests. Interwoven are other familiar themes in her books: mother-daughter connections and conflicts, the beauty of multigeneration families, and, of course, dogs.

Horse people love their horses, but with every horse comes at least one dog. In addition to supporting “their own” philanthropically, equestrians are wonderfully charitable with both their time and money when it comes to dog rescues. Our family has adopted three rescues just this year.

The Summer Guests weaves these wonderful creatures brilliantly into the story as indispensable companions to their owners as well as hilarious characters.

Natural disaster brings people together. The urgency of evacuation makes you focus on those possessions that you believe are most important to you. This is the powerful theme of The Summer Guests. People’s lives are in immediate upheaval, and they become dependent on the generosity of friends and strangers to house them. Oftentimes there is no clear end to the stay nor a guarantee of return home. Strangers become friends, friendships are tested, and lessons are learned.

Enjoy the story.

Katherine Kaneb Bellissimo

Founding Partner and CMO

Tryon Equestrian Properties

The Winter Equestrian Festival

The Adequan Global Dressage Festival

International Polo Club

Tryon International Equestrian Center

Colorado Horse Park

The Rolex Central Park Horse Show

Publisher, The Chronicle of the Horse Untacked





[image: ]


CHARACTERS IN THE NOVEL

Grace Phillips, 55, co-owner of Freehold Farm in North Carolina. Married to Charles. Mother of Moira.

Charles Phillips, 65, co-owner of Freehold Farm in North Carolina. Married to Grace. Father of Moira.

Moira Phillips Stevens, 30, daughter of Grace and Charles. Married to Thom Stevens. Lives in Kiawah, South Carolina.

Gerta Klug, 55, friend of Grace Phillips. Owns a Trakehner horse-breeding farm in Wellington, Florida.

Elise Klug, 29, daughter of Gerta. Grand Prix dressage rider. Lives with her mother in Wellington, Florida.

Hannah McLain, 52, friend of Grace Phillips. In a relationship with Javier Angel de la Cruz. Former model, owns a makeup company, Nature’s Beauty. Lives in Palm Beach, Florida.

Javier Angel de la Cruz, 45, Olympic medalist, international event jumper from Venezuela. In a relationship with Hannah McLain. Lives in Palm Beach, Florida.

Karl Reiter, 34, trainer of dressage, employed by Gerta Klug. Lives in Palm Beach, Florida.
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS


	Dressage:

	A sport involving the execution of precise movements by a trained horse in response to barely perceptible signals from its rider. The word dressage means “training” in French. Particularly important are the animal’s pace and bearing in performing walks, trots, canters, and more specialized maneuvers.

	Show Jumping:

	Also known as “stadium jumping,” “open jumping,” or simply “jumping.” A sport in which horses with riders jump a series of fences as quickly and skillfully as possible. It is nationally and internationally one of the most popular and perhaps most recognizable equestrian events. At its highest competitive level, Jumping is recognized as one of the three Olympic equestrian disciplines alongside both Dressage and Eventing.

	Grand Prix:

	Grand Prix Level is the highest level of dressage and Show Jumping. This level is governed by the International Federation for Equestrian Sports (FEI) rules and tests the horse and rider to the highest standards.

	Para-Equestrian:

	
Para-equestrian is an equestrian sport governed by the International Federation for Equestrian Sports (FEI), and includes two competitive events: para-equestrian dressage and para-equestrian driving.
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PROLOGUE

The storm originated as a tropical wave off the coast of Africa, but during the next forty-eight hours, it grew highly organized. As it veered west, it met with favorable, warm surface-water temperatures and low wind shear. It rapidly intensified, developing a distinct eye feature. When the sustained winds reached seventy-five miles per hour, the storm was given a name: Hurricane Noelle.

The hurricane wobbled, shifting directions and sending the experts racing back to their computers to create updated tracking cones. This, in turn, sent another group of residents into panic mode. Everyone living in the Caribbean and along the southeastern coast of the United States was stocking up on supplies and preparing for evacuation.

The only thing the experts agreed upon was that Hurricane Noelle was fast becoming an extremely powerful, Cape Verde–type hurricane, typical in August and September and potentially deadly. As the storm plowed west across the Atlantic and intensified, it was becoming possibly the most catastrophic hurricane to reach land in more than a decade.
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ONE

August 15, 2018, 7:15 a.m.

Isle of Palms, South Carolina

Tropical Storm Noelle intensifies into a hurricane in the Atlantic Ocean

Cara Rutledge rubbed her arms and looked out over the Atlantic Ocean. The mercurial sea rolled in and out in its metronome fashion, reflecting the blue-gray color of the sky. The beach was nearly empty, the vast expanse of sand scarred only by her footprints. All seemed calm. Even the golden panicles of the sea oats hung still in the pensive air. Yet she sensed a heightened tension coiling under the calm façade of the water, like some great beast rippling, lying in wait to pounce.

Cara shivered, though it wasn’t cold. She was a tall, slender woman accustomed to daily walks along the beach with her daughter, Hope. She’d spent her childhood on this beach, and had returned as an adult to make the quaint beach house, Primrose Cottage, her home. From May until October she was on the Island Turtle Team, like her mother before her. After a lifetime living beside the ocean, she felt attuned to the moods of her old friend. And today, something felt off.

The sun was shining, but thin streaks of clouds stretched from the sea toward land, eerie fingers reaching out from the incoming storm.

Cara inhaled the salty air and placed her hand against her chest. There was an unusual heaviness in the air. A moistness that tasted of rain. She was no stranger to summer storms, or the havoc they could wreak. She also knew that she was unusually skittish when it came to storms. Cara had lived through too many hurricanes not to be on guard. And yet, she didn’t want to panic. There was a wave out in the Atlantic the meteorologists were keeping an eye on, but it was August, the height of the hurricane season. There were a lot of storms that lost steam or changed direction long before they neared landfall.

She was leaving the island this afternoon to visit the mountains of North Carolina with David Wyatt and his family. It would be a welcome change of pace with the lush green foliage, cooler air, and hiking. She might even get some horseback riding in. She exhaled slowly. Yes, she thought with relief. She was working herself up over nothing. Whatever storm was coming would likely blow in and out by the time she returned. And, she thought with a hint of a smile on her face, she was bringing along with her the one thing she treasured most in the world—her daughter, Hope.

Cara turned her back on the ocean and, swinging her arms, began her trek across the beach toward home.
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TWO

August 20, 6:30 a.m.

Palm Beach, Florida

72 hours till Hurricane Noelle’s expected landfall in southeastern Florida

Hannah McLain brushed away a shank of blond hair to hold the phone to her ear. The male voice at the other end of the line rattled off instructions in staccato.

“Do not forget the medals,” Angel told her in his heavily accented English. “Most important is Olympic medals. Sí? You won’t forget.”

“Yes, okay. Got them,” Hannah said as she pulled the gold and silver medals from their perch over the fireplace mantel. She tossed them into the leather duffel bag with the other awards he’d won in his fabled equestrian career.

The living room, usually bathed in southern light, today was shadowy. Outside the plate glass windows of her condo overlooking the Atlantic Ocean, an armada of silvery clouds streaked across the sky. Her television was tuned to the weather station, as it had been for the past twenty-four hours. A hurricane had developed in the Atlantic, and as of last night its path was predicted to hit southeastern Florida. Suddenly all the inhabitants of the eastern coast had shifted into emergency mode—especially those inhabitants with prize horses. The owners wouldn’t take the chance of leaving their horses to fend for themselves and were scrambling to leave the area early, a minimum of seventy-two hours before the arrival of the storm. Every owner’s nightmare was to get stuck in traffic with a trailer full of horses and a hurricane approaching.

Windows were boarded; store shelves had been stripped of essentials like milk, bottled water, and batteries; and plans were being made should the governor call for a mandatory evacuation. The arrival of the hurricane was no longer a question: now it was a matter of when and how big.

Angel was at the stable in Wellington loading up his horse. His decision to leave had come quickly, which was typical of him. He could be impulsive, but once a decision was made, he followed through with remarkable efficiency. And Javier Angel de la Cruz had very good instincts. On the phone, Angel continued listing all the things he wanted Hannah to pack up for him.

“Javi,” she said with a hint of impatience. Javier Angel de la Cruz was known as Angel by his adoring fans in the equestrian world, which made her private nickname for her lover more… intimate. “Stop! I can’t bring all this, and I really have to go.”

“It’s okay. I know. But—”

“¡No más!” she exclaimed, raking her hand through her long hair. Already a huge pile of riding gear, trophies, and files was on the bed. “We can only take those few things we truly treasure. Everything else must be left behind. There’s no room in my car.”

There was a long pause. “I understand. Yes.” She could hear him suck in his breath. “You decide. I must deal with Butterhead.” He paused. “Except for medals. Bring those.”

“Of course.”

“You coming now?”

“Once I load up all your crap….”

He chuckled. “Oh yes, sí, my Olympic medals son crap.”

She laughed softly, conceding the point. “I’ll be there soon. Please say you’ll be ready to go when I get there. I don’t want to get caught in too much traffic.”

“Yes. Much to do, but yes. Come now. Oh, and Hannah…”

She liked the way he said her name. The H was silent, so it sounded more like “Ana.” “Be nice to Max, okay? Very nice. You know he is scared of thunder. The storms, they make him crazy.”

Hannah’s smile fell as her gaze slid across the room to the giant black schnauzer lying on the tile, watching her. That dog was always staring. It was creepy. Max was Angel’s beloved dog, and for the past ten years—throughout all his tabloid-fodder relationships—that dog had been his one constant companion. Even though she and Angel had been together for nearly six months, she still had the niggling feeling that she was in second place behind the dog in Angel’s heart.

“I will. But, Javi, be ready, okay? Don’t make me—and Max—wait.”

“Okay. And Hannah?” Pause. “Pick the right stuff, okay?”

She hung up the phone, stunned by the responsibility entailed in that last request. He trusted her to choose for him what he valued. An impossible task.

Her gaze swept across the gleaming, modern, all-white condo. Two large paintings of blue ocean waves dominated the walls. A bronze statue of a horse and a few coffee-table books sat on the glass coffee table. Hannah didn’t like clutter and kept her apartment spare. The large white phalaenopsis orchid and the lemons that filled the crystal bowl were all faux. No bugs, no mess. She spied black hairs on the white sofa again and with a huff of frustration brushed them off, muttering, “Bad dog.”

She finished and straightened to look around the room. What did she value? she wondered. There wasn’t much here she’d miss, she realized with sudden clarity. It wasn’t a grand apartment; it had only two bedrooms, but the building was desirable in Palm Beach. Though small, it had been enough space for her after her divorce. She’d taken precious little from the divorce, signing away a fortune in the prenuptial agreement. She’d left Randall’s spacious mansion after seven years of marriage and moved into this small condo wanting—needing—an uncluttered lifestyle and the soul-saving vista of blue water more than square footage.

Her divorce had been a life-changing decision. She’d given up her modeling career to marry Randall, though in truth after age forty the calls were winding down. She’d always been street-smart and had planned for the inevitable. So during her long career, Hannah had studied makeup artistry. She had a talent for it, understood the science of the compounds that went into making beauty products. She’d worked with some of the biggest talents in the fashion world, both in front of the camera and making up other models to practice. She’d been consumed by the dream of developing her own line of natural beauty products. With her divorce settlement finally out of the way, Hannah had committed herself financially and emotionally to her vision, carefully curating a selection of essential makeup. And she being an animal lover, they were all cruelty-free.

She’d launched her line, Nature’s Beauty, and was generating interest when she’d met Angel de la Cruz during a photo shoot for the cover of the Chronicle of the Horse magazine. An amateur competitive rider herself, she was the perfect choice to model with de la Cruz in the multipage shoot that would have her posing on and around horses. She’d heard of Javier Angel de la Cruz before the shoot—who in the horse world had not? His reputation as a medaled rider was well established. As was his reputation with the ladies. The equestrian world could be very closed and chatty.

It always struck her as ridiculous that the sport was stereotyped as a feminine one in the United States and that male riders were commonly regarded as “girly men.” Equestrian sports required extreme amounts of toughness and control to manage 1,500 pounds of spirited muscle. That was certainly masculine. In fact, in her experience, male riders were the best lovers.

So she’d been a bit nervous to meet Angel, expected him to be haughty, entitled. But he was anything but. Angel was charming, agreeable, willing to please. She, like everyone else on the set, was enamored with him. Then, during the shoot, their gazes had locked, and in those dreamy hazel eyes her life had spun on its axis.

Angel was like no one she’d ever met. What attracted her most was his charisma. When Angel was in the room, he was a magnet. Quick-witted and bold, he was both creator and destroyer, heroic and villainous, foolish and wise. So very wise, in fact, that fools often misunderstood his jests, much to the amusement of those who did. Their love life had burned hot. Not long after they met, Angel had moved in with her. She was quickly consumed by his world of competitive show jumping, and in the early days of their relationship, she planned her life around his hectic schedule.

But lately, her gaze had shifted back to her own dreams. In the past few months there had been renewed interest in her product line from serious investors.

Hannah glanced at the enormous mass of belongings on her bed. There was no way she would be able to load all that into her small Audi. She’d have to decide what to take and what to leave behind to fate. She glanced at her watch, and with a renewed burst of adrenaline grabbed the leather duffel bag filled with Angel’s medals. These were a must-go, she knew. The rest she would leave behind. Her own roll-on luggage was packed with just enough to last the few days of evacuation. Her closets were bursting with beautiful clothes, but as a model she’d always worn couture. They were, she knew, replaceable.

Her gaze fell on a cosmetic travel case. In it were the makeup samples for Nature’s Beauty. Years of study and development were all held in that one box. A small smile of pride slipped across her face. This was the one thing that mattered to her.

Grabbing the case handle, she made her way to the front door. She cast a final glance out the wide expanse of glass windows. Outside, the ocean roiled, a tempest of burgeoning power. What chance would those windows have against such fury? she wondered. Hannah shrugged and whistled sharply.

“Come on, Max. We’re out of here.” The dog looked back at her blankly. “And thanks for nothing. You’ve been absolutely no help at all.”

She tugged at the leash and could’ve sworn the dog smiled.



August 20, 7:00 a.m.

Kiawah, South Carolina

Moira Stevens’s house was a five-minute walk from the beach. Facing a lagoon, the soft-gray cedar-shake house looked like it belonged in New England more than it did beside the pale-colored lowcountry architecture. It seemed displaced… rather like Moira herself.

She’d lived in the coastal town of Kiawah since her marriage four years earlier. Kiawah was rich with long stretches of beach, lush maritime forests, and a wealth of wildlife. The community she lived in had a well-run stable. Moira, no longer a competitive rider, could ride purely for pleasure.

The windows and doors of her house, like so many others, were boarded up in readiness for Hurricane Noelle. From a distance, the homes resembled massive monoliths, cold and deserted. Her gardeners had moved all the planters and outdoor furniture inside, lest they become missiles in the high winds. All was in readiness for the storm. Walking through the house now, it was eerie how utterly silent it was, bathed in silvery light. Gigi’s nails clicking on the polished floors seemed to echo in the boarded-up house. The crisp white and pale-blue beach décor couldn’t disguise the shadowed, closed-in feeling. Without the usual sunshine or the sound of sea breezes filtering in through the windows, the house felt like a tomb.

She remembered reading the description of the house the first time she stumbled upon it in a real estate ad, when she and Thom were looking to purchase: “Its generously sized living spaces and four bedrooms will accommodate intimate family gatherings and large parties with equal ease. And the kitchen is a chef’s dream!” A young bride at the time, she’d imagined filling the rooms with children, and grandparents visiting often.

The children didn’t come, however, and her parents rarely came to Kiawah. Instead, whenever Thom was out of town on business travel, Moira returned to Freehold Farm, her parents’ sprawling horse farm in North Carolina, instead of staying by herself in the big, empty house.

It was a sad state of affairs to admit that she visited often.

Moira was headed there now. Her packed suitcases were waiting by the door. She just had to get a few personal items and she’d head out, like thousands of others, to the interstate on a northbound evacuation.

She glanced at her wristwatch, a Longines her parents had given her on her graduation from Auburn University in equine science. The day was slipping away. She wanted to be on the road. All that was left was to gather her jewelry and she’d be off.

She’d evacuated Kiawah for hurricanes two of the four years that she’d lived here. Each time she felt like a horse bolting, her flight instinct in high gear. After every storm, there were those who swore they’d never evacuate again. Moira always heeded the experts’ advice. One of these years, that monster hurricane would hit full-on, and she didn’t want to be stuck on a barrier island when it did. Not to mention that every year more and more people moved south, which meant that every year more and more people crowded the highways during an evacuation. Leaving promptly was key.

Her cell phone rang as she crossed the living room. Moira picked up her pace to run to the master bedroom and grab it from her purse. The name GRACE PHILLIPS popped up on the screen.

“Hi, Mama,” Moira said breathlessly when the phone was at her ear.

“Have you left yet?”

Moira held back her smile. This was typical of her mother: abrupt and to-the-point. Grace was always multitasking and didn’t have time for idle chitchat. Long and meaningful conversations, yes. When the time was right, Grace would sit in a comfortable chair, coffee or wine served, and give you the full impact of her undistracted, razor-sharp attention. But when she was on a roll, her decisions came quickly, and she didn’t suffer fools.

“I’m about out the door.”

“Why haven’t you left?” The shock with a hint of scold registered with Moira. “The traffic is already building, and the governor is a breath away from declaring a mandatory evacuation for the barrier islands. You’ll be trapped on the interstate.”

As usual, her mother had all the up-to-date information. Moira could envision the large computer screen on her desk and the television on the wall of her home office, blaring the news.

“I’ll be trapped anyway. Take a chill pill. I’m just grabbing a few last things. What’s going on up there?” she asked, referring to Freehold Farm.

“Chaos,” Grace said. “Panic is setting in. Everyone I ever knew or met is calling to ask if I have a place for them and their horse. There just isn’t anything available. The hurricane wobbled again, and it looks like Wellington is going to be hit hard. Everyone is scrambling.”

“Who’s coming to the farm?” Moira asked while throwing things into a bag.

“The Klugs, of course. Gerta had her ducks in a row the moment the first wave was spotted off Sierra Leone. Gerta knows she always has a place with me if she needs it.”

Moira knew Mrs. Klug and her daughter, Elise, very well. Gerta and Grace had trained together as young women in Germany, and their friendship had endured after each woman married. Grace had given up competitive riding after she’d married. Gerta, too, had stopped competing after her terrible fall and focused instead on her husband’s breeding program. Trakehners from the Klug stable in Bavaria were highly sought after, and many had reached international competition. Grace and Gerta had maintained their friendship, despite the long distance. The Phillips family often traveled to the Klug estate, and when the girls were older, Moira had gone to Germany to study under a noted German dressage trainer with Elise. Like their mothers, the girls had become friends, bonding over their shared love of horses and competing.

Yet unlike their mothers, Moira and Elise had let go of that bond. After Gerta had divorced her husband more than a decade earlier, she and Elise had left Germany and moved to Wellington, Florida, where Gerta established her own equestrian facility. One would have thought that the move would have brought the two young women closer together. But Moira, like her mother, had given up competitive riding after her marriage to Thom, while Elise had continued competing hard in dressage.

“It’ll be nice to see Elise again,” Moira said. “It’s been ages. I hear she’s covering the circuit.”

“That’s an understatement,” Grace replied. “Gerta told me she’s getting ready for the Devon show in September, then after a break she has a big push during the Wellington winter season at the Adequan Global Dressage Festival.”

“That’s impressive.”

“She hopes that Robert Dover will encourage her to join the team going to compete in Europe during the spring and summer.”

Moira paused, stunned. “She’s going for the Olympic team.”

“You got it.”

Moira took a moment to digest that. To make the Olympic team would place Elise at the pinnacle of riders. She remembered how she and Elise had talked wistfully about someday riding in the Olympics. How they’d cheer each other on. As happy as she was for Elise, she couldn’t help but also feel a twinge of jealousy.

Elise had done it. She’d made her dream come true. While Moira… What? she asked herself impatiently. What do I want?

Grace spoke again. “Moira? You there?”

“Uh, yes, sorry. The connection went weak. Is anyone else coming?” she asked, changing the subject.

“Hannah,” Grace replied. “And,” she added with import, “she’s bringing her current beau. You’ll never guess who.”

Moira rolled her eyes. It was anyone’s guess as to who her current attachment might be. Be they wealthy, famous, or poor as church mice, Hannah went through men at such a pace that Moira’s father had nicknamed her the Man-Eater.

“I’m in a hurry, remember? Who is he?” Moira asked as she made her way across the dark wood floor of her master bedroom to a lowcountry beach landscape painting. She pulled on a corner of the ornate frame and it opened on a hinge to reveal a wall safe. Moira rested the phone in the crook of her neck as she punched in the combination.

“Angel de la Cruz.”

Moira’s fingers stilled as her attention sharpened. Javier Angel de la Cruz was a famous, even notorious, show jumper, winner of two team gold medals and a silver individual medal on the Venezuelan team.

Thom often said that his wife “didn’t like sports.” But this wasn’t true. Unlike Thom, she had no interest in football, baseball, hockey, or basketball. But Moira was a devoted fan of equestrian sports: show jumping, hunting, and dressage. Though she no longer rode competitively, she avidly kept up with the sport and the who’s-who. And in the equestrian world, Angel de la Cruz was a rock star.

“You’re kidding. Are you serious?”

“I am,” Grace replied, and Moira could almost see her smiling.

“If anyone could bag Angel, it’s Hannah. But isn’t she a little old for him?”

“Not really,” her mother replied, seemingly affronted. “She’s just a tad younger than me.” Grace was in excellent shape and took pride that at fifty-five, she looked years younger.

“Yeah… and Angel’s what? Forty?”

“Forty-five, but who’s counting? They’re both ageless.”

Moira wisely let that drop. “Are you putting them in the lake house?”

“They’ll be comfortable there, and besides, Gerta is accustomed to the cottage.”

“I have to admit I’m stunned. And kind of fan-girling at the moment. Is he bringing his horse?” Moira paused to scan her brain for the mare’s name. “Rogue’s Fancy?”

“Right. But he calls her Butterhead. And yes, she’s coming.”

“And Hannah’s horse?”

“She is currently without a horse. She leases one. She says she doesn’t have the time. She’s working on her makeup business. But that’s another story.”

“So. A full house.”

“That’s not the half of it. Hold on a minute.”

Moira waited for what she knew was another phone call coming in. Her mother had two cell phones, often going back and forth between the two.

“Here we go!” Grace exclaimed, coming back on the line. Her voice was clipped. “The governor of Florida just declared a mandatory evacuation for the southeastern coast.”

Moira sucked in her breath.

“The update shows Hurricane Noelle gaining strength and heading straight for Miami.”

Moira felt the old flutter of panic wash over her. “If Florida called it, then South Carolina won’t be far behind.”

“Wait, there’s the phone again.”

While she waited for her mother, Moira swung open the safe’s metal door. Reaching into the back, she pulled out a leather case and carried it to the dresser, laying it beside the silver-framed wedding photo of her and Thom. She looked radiant in that photo, with her dark hair pulled back and an intricately embroidered lace veil flowing from the crown of her head. Beside her, Thom was smiling his winner’s smile, the one she’d seen whenever he closed a big deal for the international pipe and valve company where he worked. She shoved the photo aside to make room for the case. Opening it, she began sifting through its contents.

What should I bring with me? she wondered. What pieces couldn’t I live without?

Moira pulled out an opera-length necklace of large pearls with a ruby and diamond clasp. It was the one she’d worn in the wedding photograph and, like the veil, it had been handed down to her from her grandmother. She put that into the small silk travel bag. She riffled through the rest of the case’s contents: a yellowed bracelet of ancient seed pearls given to her at her birth, a few family rings, and the emerald ring she’d purchased for herself in a pique when Thom had been gone on a business trip for the third wedding anniversary in a row. Most of her other pieces of jewelry were not of any great financial or emotional value. She paused, her left hand resting on the leather chest, when Grace returned to the line.

“It’s really heating up now. Everyone is running for the hills. We’ve got to do something to help those poor people.”

“Can I do anything to help?”

“Yes. Get your precious ass up here.”

Moira ignored that. “What was that last phone call?”

“That was Danny and Ron’s dog rescue. They’re expecting a new load of rescue dogs after this storm. They’re bringing the dogs rescued in Florida to their facility in South Carolina. But first, they have to empty the facility there. Time is of the essence. Do you know anyone who lives near Camden who can bring the dogs to Freehold Farm?”

“To Freehold Farm?” Her mother could dive into a rescue mission headfirst. “Mother,” she said, trying to interject calm. “How many dogs are we talking about?”

“Not too many. Maybe eight. Tops.”

“Eight? Where are you going to put them?”

“I’ve thought it all through,” Grace said in a dismissive tone. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll make the garage a temporary kennel. It opens right up to the fenced-in yard. Randy is here now, clearing everything out of the garage. It’s all under control.”

Moira was silent. Leave it to her mother to prepare an animal shelter in her yard at a moment’s notice.

“I hear that long pause of disapproval. I couldn’t say no. They’re desperate.”

This too was typical of her mother. She always leaped to lend a helping hand. If there was a fund-raiser needed for a charity she believed in, she was there to run it. If a friend needed support, she was the first to offer it. And Moira was her mother’s daughter.

“I’ll get the dogs.”

“Absolutely not. You need to get on the road and come straight here.”

“It’s almost on my way. It’ll be a minor detour. I have one of your small horse trailers here. Don’t you remember? I borrowed it when I brought down that load of furniture.”

“I can get someone—”

Moira interrupted. “Mama, I want to do it, so let’s not waste time arguing about it. Text me the address and tell Ron to alert the shelter to be ready for me in about”—she quickly calculated the time—“three hours.”

After a pause, Grace said in a softer tone, “I’m proud of you.”

“Thank you.” It had been a while since she’d heard that. “I’ll call you from the road.”

Moira hung up and walked directly into her spacious closet. There, she stripped off her J.McLaughlin pants and top, then slipped into a pair of jeans and a chambray shirt. Paddock boots, leather gloves… She was ready to pick up a truckload of dogs. Her own tricolor Cavalier King Charles spaniel sat patiently by the door, following Moira’s every movement. Dear little dog, Moira thought. Gigi had spent many a lonely night with Moira while Thom was away on business. He traveled so often to faraway places in Europe, Russia, and Asia. Trips that took weeks at a time. Moira used to wonder how anyone could call a pet their baby. She better understood that emotion now.

“Come on, baby, let’s go do some good.”

Gigi leaped to her feet, her liquid brown eyes on Moira’s face, tail wagging.

Moira went to the dresser to grab the small jewelry bag filled with her treasures and tossed it into her purse. As she took hold of the leather case, her hand brushed against the framed photograph, knocking it to the hardwood floor. The sound of the shattering glass ricocheted in the shuttered room.

Moira gasped and stared at the image of her and Thom’s smiling faces behind the broken glass. It seemed like an omen. She felt as though the walls of the house were closing in on her and she couldn’t breathe. She tugged her diamond engagement ring from her finger with a determination edged with desperation. The wedding band resisted. The ring of gold hurt her tender skin as she wrestled it away. But off it came, and in a swift move, she opened the jewelry case, tossed the rings inside, and snapped the lid shut. Sniffing, she walked across the room to return the case to the wall safe, closed the door, and moved the painting back. It closed with a satisfying click.

Without a backward glance, Moira led Gigi from the house.



August 20, 7:45 a.m.

Wellington, Florida

Hannah heaved a sigh as she pulled into the palatial Medici, one of the jewels of the fabled equestrian community of Wellington. Angel kept his prize horse, Rogue’s Fancy, stalled there at the invitation of the owners—a mutually beneficial arrangement that allowed the owners to boast of having the great Javier Angel de la Cruz there, while Angel was able to house his horse at a top-tier stable at no cost to him.

They were drawn to Wellington because it had fast become a premier equestrian destination. The Village of Wellington—something of a misnomer, given its current population of more than sixty thousand—owed its name to Charles Oliver Wellington, a Massachusetts businessman who purchased some 18,000 acres of swampland due west of Palm Beach in the 1950s.

In the late 1970s, the International Polo Club Palm Beach was created and that was when the growth really began to happen. By 2006 the Palm Beach International Equestrian Center was respected as an international center for equestrian sports and hosted world events. It was also where the wealthy and famous horse lovers went during the winter.

Medici was a stunning facility with Mediterranean-style features. The barn was vastly expansive, and no expense had been spared in the creation of an Olympic-quality facility. Hannah rounded the fountain in the circular driveway and parked her sports car in the welcome shade of a large oak tree. She got out and opened up the back of her Cosmos blue Audi Sportback for Max, and was almost knocked over by the excited dog in the process. She cursed as he took off toward the stables, his leash dragging behind him.

Hannah put her hands on the small of her back and stretched. That dog would find his master without any problem. She reached into the car to gather her purse, then at a leisurely pace made her way toward the stables. She knew this area well. Hannah had lived down the road in Palm Beach for nearly twenty years. This was her turf. She had business contacts in the fashion world in Miami and contacts within the social elite in Palm Beach. She’d been smitten with horses since she was ten years old, like so many other girls, and had taken riding lessons and later worked in stables as a groom. She’d left the sport when she left for New York City.

She’d only begun to ride seriously again after she married Randall and retired from her modeling career at forty. Accidents were too common in the horse world, and a broken leg or injured back was out of the question as long as she depended on making her own living. Nor could she dedicate the time that the sport required. Once those issues no longer weighed on her, Hannah regularly took the short drive from Palm Beach to where she boarded her horse in Wellington. With her long legs and trim, well-honed body, Hannah had a natural ability. She made fast progress, reaching low junior amateur jumper status. After a lifetime of taking orders from parents, agents, and photographers, Hannah felt exhilarated when leaning far forward over the neck of her horse and becoming one with the animal as they soared over the jumps as equals. Horses gave her the connection in life she hadn’t felt with people.

The more her life circled around horses, the more she enjoyed the rollicking camaraderie of horse people. Marriage to an older man was confining. Hannah fit in with the crowd of young people who worked hard—and partied harder. She was honest enough with herself to admit that this lifestyle was the major element that had torn her marriage apart. Since the divorce, she’d sold her horse and concentrated on her business career. She still rode, but strictly for pleasure. Her connection to the equestrian world today was largely through Angel.

Hannah heard the barking before she entered the courtyard. There she saw three horse trailers with their doors open, ready to board. A tall, slim groom at the opposite fence held his horse tightly on the lead as it pranced uneasily in front of a barking Max. The groom shot her a nasty look as she ran up to grab his leash, effusive with apologies. She was glad she couldn’t understand his heavily accented English or the undoubtedly scathing remarks as she walked away with Max, who tugged the entire way toward the barn. She wanted to strangle him as he pranced jauntily at her side, pleased with himself. She jerked the leash back at the entrance to the enormous barn.

It was quiet, despite the action in the courtyard. Only two horses remained in the twelve roomy stalls; the other stalls appeared recently cleared out. Despite the high ceilings and numerous electric lights, the overcast skies infused a gloomy grayness into the interior. Peering around the shadowy stalls, she spied movement, recognizing Angel standing in one of them with his horse, Butterhead. Angel wasn’t a tall man, so she saw only the top of his dark head over the open stall door. He stood in front of the palomino mare, his forehead pressed against Butterhead’s in silent communication.

Hannah stepped back, halfway hidden by the arch of the door. She remained quiet, thinking as she watched how Angel had taught her to trust her instincts when she was near a horse.

“Just because she puts her nose near you doesn’t mean she wants you to touch it,” he’d told her the first time he introduced her to Butterhead. Hannah had reached out to pet Butterhead’s muzzle and the horse had swung her head away. Hannah had felt rebuffed, but Angel made her understand the horse’s thinking. “She comes to you because she’s curious. Maybe wants to be nice. But when you reach up, you stop her. Horses don’t like that. Do you want me to reach out and touch your nose, eh?” he’d asked, playfully tapping her nose with his fingers. “It’s annoying, no? You think, Go away! You bother me! Show some respect, man! What you do is stand quiet and let the horse come to you.”

Hannah had stood quietly, and sure enough, Butterhead had drawn near again. She felt the horse’s breath on her hair, her cheek, warm and welcoming. She remained still and felt the horse’s whiskers, her energy. When Butterhead nudged her gently, Hannah smiled and leaned against her, feeling a profound connection.

Since then Hannah never marched up to a horse and patted its nose. She always waited for the horse to invite her into its space, to show affection on its own terms. Watching Angel standing with Butterhead, she recognized the profound devotion that was being shared between them. He loved that horse, and she trusted and loved him right back. They demonstrated that bond daily in their exercises, in the recognition of subtle body movements, and in a mutual respect.

It was Max who broke the moment with a husky bark. Angel turned around, and broke into a wide grin upon seeing them. He stepped out of the stall with arms spread wide from his slim body, dressed in riding breeches and a black shirt.

“You’re here!”

Angel was always expansive, full of heart. Max tore away from Hannah’s grasp and lunged into Angel’s arms. Angel bent down to rub the big dog’s head.

“Good boy. I love you.”

Hannah waited her turn.

“You okay?” he asked her, lifting his face from the dog.

She refrained from teasing him about greeting his dog first. “I’m good,” she replied, walking into his embrace. At five foot nine to Angel’s five foot six, Hannah might have felt awkward about the height difference—but Angel’s commanding hold always made her feel safe and protected. They kissed briefly, but he gave her an additional squeeze of reassurance.

Drawing back, she asked, “Why isn’t Butterhead in the trailer? That hurricane is on our tail.”

“Is all good,” he said placatingly. “We have plenty of time to get on the road. But for all this craziness, I tell you, Hannah, it is good fortune that this hurricane is coming.”

Hannah looked at him like he was nuts. “What?”

“Yes! You have us staying with your good friend Grace Phillips. This is good.” He kissed her. “I hear something important today. How good do you know the husband of Grace, Mr. Charles Phillips?”

Hannah was curious where this was going. “I’ve known him for years, in a casual way. Grace is a good friend and he’s the husband. You know how that works.”

“Did you know he is looking to buy a dressage horse?”

“That can’t be right. Charles is a jumper.”

“No!” Angel put his finger in the air as one making a point. “Charles was a jumper. No more. Now he is doing dressage. And… he is looking for a good dressage horse.”

Hannah lifted one shoulder in slight irritation. “Dressage, jumping, what does it matter? The skies are about to open up. Can we talk horses later?”

“It is important now because…” Angel paused, then said in a rush, “Because I have decided I am going to sell him Butterhead.”

Hannah gaped at Angel in disbelief. She wasn’t sure she’d understood his accented English correctly. “Sell Butterhead?”

“Sí. Yes.”

“B-but…” she stammered. “You love Butterhead.”

“Yes, I do. Of course.”

“I don’t understand. How could you sell her?”

“Hannah, you know why. I can’t ride her for Grand Prix. Butterhead can’t jump the one-point-five meters anymore. She makes too many mistakes. She wants to and it makes her feel bad. In her heart, you know? Butterhead, she has great heart.”

“Then retire her.”

He shook his head. “She is still too young. And she can still jump lower levels. But you know how it is,” he said with exasperation. “I need another horse. A great horse. And Mr. Charles, he is looking for a great horse. He is lucky to have such a horse as her. But”—he lifted his hand to stop the argument at Hannah’s lips—“it is also good for Butterhead. She will have good life at his farm. Not so hard.”

“But…” Hannah put her palm on her forehead. “I’m sorry, but I’m trying to make sense of this. And it’s hard when we’ve got a hurricane riding our asses.”

“Don’t get mad,” Angel said, bringing his hands to her shoulders and staring into her eyes. “I need a horse for the Olympics. I need to train now. There is no time to wait. No time for mistakes, eh? I know what I have to do.”

“But, Javi, Butterhead is a jumper. Not a dressage horse.”

Angel released his hold and waved his hand dismissively. “But of course, Butterhead is trained in dressage. It is discipline, no? She will be good enough for a novice like Charles.”

He turned to look at Butterhead, and in that fleeting glance Hannah saw pain flicker across his expression, even longing, that contradicted his enthusiasm.

“She still is a magnificent horse. The best.”

“Don’t do it,” Hannah told him. “You’ll regret it.”

A groom, short and athletic, came to Angel’s side. “Excuse me, Mr. Angel, sir. We’re ready to load up Rogue’s Fancy. What do you want us to pack?”

Angel’s tanned, chiseled face shifted to reflect his hard-won decision. “Pack everything. She won’t be coming back.”

He turned and began walking out of the barn. Max lunged after him, his leash trailing on the ground. Hannah took a final look at the beautiful golden mare. The horse’s dark eyes were fixed on the departing figure of Angel, full of longing and devotion. And sadness.

“I know how you feel,” she said to the horse, then hurried to catch up.

In the circular drive, Angel opened the back door of the car and whistled for Max, then walked over to open the passenger-side door for Hannah. This done, he quickly skirted around the front and hopped into the driver’s seat. Before Hannah could get in, however, Max bolted into the front passenger seat and sat staring straight ahead.

“Oh, no, you don’t,” Hannah said to Max. “Get out. Go on, get out, you rangy mutt.”

“It’s okay if he rides there, no?”

“Dogs in the back. Family rule.”

“Come on, hop in back.”

“Who in this scenario is a dog? And you’d better think carefully about your answer.”

“Hannah,” he said pleadingly, “let’s just go. It’ll take too much time to make him move.”

Hannah looked up at the sky. An army of clouds was moving in, dark and menacing. The wind gusted, sending dust into the air, stinging her skin and making her squint. Finally, eager to be off, she slammed the front passenger door shut and climbed into the narrow backseat of the sport sedan. Her long legs folded tightly, putting her knees practically under her chin. In front, Angel moved the driver’s seat forward, adjusted the mirrors, opened a bottle of water, and took a long drink. Then he slipped on his sunglasses and looked into the rearview mirror at Hannah, a boyish smile on his face.

“We are on a road trip, right? You buckled? Okay. This is good. I love you!” Angel stepped on the gas and the car lurched forward. “Hannah!” he called over his shoulder as they exited the Medici. “You have directions, no?”



August 20, 7:50 a.m.

Wellington, Florida

The early morning sky was a melancholy steel gray. Elise Klug’s gloved hands clenched and unclenched at her sides as she approached the barn. She was dressed in a button-down shirt, jeans, and paddock boots, and her blond hair was bound in a long braid that fell down her back.

She could hear the low chatter of the grooms and the occasional, higher-pitched whinny of a horse as she approached. It was a large, airy facility with high ceilings and glass cupolas and open-style stalls that allowed the horses to see and interact with each other. Her mother, Gerta, had spared no expense in the building of it, and light usually filled every corner of the space. Today, however, the light was as gray as the sky outside.

The air inside the barn was heavy with the sweet smell of leather, feed, and pine shavings, the stalls full of horses. The stalls had already been mucked out. The feed buckets were clean; the water buckets brimming full and fresh. Elise greeted the two additional grooms that her mother had hired to help board the seven Klug horses onto trailers for evacuation. It was a dangerous business to load and unload horses, and the Klug horses represented an investment of multiple millions of dollars. This morning they were restless, aware that something was different today. They hung their heads out of their palatial abodes.

Pausing to pet a few of the horses’ noses or give them a reassuring whisper, Elise headed toward her horse: Whirlwind, a nine-year-old Trakehner stallion. Whirlwind was in a special stall, separate from the mares, at the far end of the stable. He watched her approach, head erect and ears pricked forward. At nearly seventeen hands in height, with a velvety coat as black as night, he was a formidable horse. And he had always been that way.

Her mother had first heard about him—a young horse with exceptional potential—in the World Breeding Championships for Young Horses. Without a word to Elise, she had made the trip to Europe to see him for herself and had returned soon after with the proud, spirited animal. His German name was Wirbelwind. The deal had been whispered about; word eventually reached Elise that Gerta had preempted the auction with a record purchase price of 1.2 million euros for a two-year-old horse. She’d presented the horse to Elise as a birthday gift at a grand affair, more to promote her stables than to celebrate her daughter. Elise had never been consulted, nor asked what type of horse she’d prefer. What was understood between mother and daughter, beneath the fanfare of the magnificent acquisition, was that the gift meant that Gerta had great hopes for her daughter. The bar had been set high. Whirlwind had a reputation for being spirited and difficult to handle, but Gerta knew that this horse could carry her daughter to Olympic gold.

Elise tried to love Whirlwind, she truly did. He was gorgeous and willing. She, like her mother, could sense his strength and potential. But he was aloof. She had worked daily with Whirlwind for seven years, yet she’d still never felt a bond with him. That connection between a horse and rider was not merely desired, it was necessary for success in competition. It indicated a true partnership, a willingness to work together to lead them both to victory.

But Elise had always felt hesitant around Whirlwind, and he likely sensed it. Maybe, she thought, their inability to work together was on both of them. Was she holding back from Whirlwind as well?

She felt his eyes on her as she approached, tension already rippling in his body. Two horses were being led out of stalls by the grooms. The clatter of their hooves echoed in the barn. As Elise glanced at Whirlwind, their gazes locked. His eyes flashed and his head pulled up as he snorted, then pawed the ground. There was a change of routine this morning, and Whirlwind was sensitive to change.

“Hey, there,” she crooned softly. “It’s all right. I’m going to take care of you.” When she reached out her hand toward his muzzle, he jerked his head back, refusing to let her touch him.

Elise felt her stomach drop. Whirlwind had a lot of anxiety around trailers. He’d had a trailer accident and, though it had been years ago, he’d never forgotten it. His resistance was already beginning, and she knew it could spiral as soon as he saw the trailer.

Elise let herself into his stall, padded to protect him from his kicking. She was careful to keep her movements easy and her voice low. Whirlwind shifted back when she reached up to put the shipping halter on him, but she was firm, securing the halter and lead rope in one easy motion. She then covered his legs with special wraps for protection during transport. Taking a deep breath, she led him out of his stall, through the barn, and into the yard. Once in the open air she paused, catching her breath as she assessed the situation. Every step would have to be calculated to get Whirlwind into the trailer without causing damage to him… or to her. She measured the distance to the trailer in her mind and considered the best approach.

“Uh, Miss Elise,” a groom called out.

She turned toward the voice, seeing a lanky, ruddy-faced man with hair the color of a raven’s wing walking toward her, one hand raised to flag her attention. She didn’t know him—she only saw him around the barn every once in a while—but she was vaguely annoyed at the interruption nevertheless.

“Yes, what is it?”

“Mr. Karl, see… he told me that no one was supposed to go near that horse ’cepting him.”

A flare of anger surged up in Elise’s chest. Karl Reiter was Whirlwind’s trainer, a brilliant dressage rider in his own right. Like the horse he trained, Karl was young and had great potential. He had joined the Klug stable in hopes of one day being allowed to ride one of the excellent horses in competition. He wasn’t so much handsome as he was striking, with his tall, lean, athletic body and fine Germanic features. He had the self-confidence, courage, and patience required in a good trainer, and Elise couldn’t help but admit that she admired him. But his confidence often bordered on an arrogance that irritated her, as did the obvious bond he shared with Whirlwind. In Elise’s opinion, Karl had too strong a sense of ownership over her horse. He was, after all, an employee—not Whirlwind’s owner.

“Did he?” Elise asked the groom slowly with narrowed eyes. “Well, you can tell Mr. Karl that Whirlwind is my horse, and I’ll thank him not to interfere.”

“Yes’m.” The groom was clearly eager not to get between his boss and this young woman. He turned and trotted away behind the barn.

Elise was aware of the dangers involved in attempting to load Whirlwind onto the trailer herself, but she’d done it countless times with other horses in her ten years on the circuit. Traveling with horses was part of the equestrian world, where a rider competed in one event after another, sometimes in foreign countries. Yes, Whirlwind was a challenge. But Elise was determined to prove that she could handle it. She could hear in her mind her mother’s words that very morning: If you can’t handle that animal, I’ll find a rider who can.

“Come on, big boy,” Elise said in a calming voice. “There’s nothing to be afraid of. We’re just going for a ride.”

She took her first steps toward the top-of-the-line trailer. Like a stretch limo, it was capable of carrying multiple passengers and was set up with box stalls, fans, and even videos for the horses. “Such a fancy trailer. Only the best for you,” she crooned, hoping her voice would soothe him.

But Whirlwind was having none of it. Having caught sight of the trailer, he laid his ears back, and she could feel him bow up for a fight. The closer they drew to the trailer, the more she could see his muscles tighten. Suddenly he stopped short and yanked his head back. The power of his move almost lifted Elise’s petite frame from the ground, but she held tight to the lead rope.

“Whirlwind, no!” she cried out. “Come on, it’s okay….” Once she got him under control again, she tried to reach up to pat his neck, but he haughtily pulled back his head and looked at her with disdain. Clearly he had no intention of letting her touch him or of getting close to the trailer. He backed away farther, snorting, jerking the lead, refusing her. She could hear her mother’s voice in her head yelling, Get him under control!

“Come on!” Elise tugged on the lead to make him move forward. This time when he raised his head, his nostrils flared and his eyes rolled back. She could see the whites. She froze: the horse was in full panic.

Whirlwind reared up on his hind legs, whinnying loudly. Elise held tight to the lead, pulling back with the weight of her body. It was a contest of wills between a 115-pound body and a 1,700-pound one. Elise was going to lose. For the first time, she was afraid.

Suddenly she felt a strong arm grab the lead and jerk it out of her grip, the owner’s other hand pushing her farther away. She stumbled back a few steps and looked up to see Karl standing in front of the panicked horse, his legs wide and his right hand up. Rather than pull back on the lead, he allowed slack, wiggling the rope back and forth gently.

“Whoa,” he called out calmly. “Whoa, Schätzchen.”

Elise felt shamed by the sheen of tears in her eyes as Karl brought Whirlwind down from his panic, guiding him to walk backward. Karl was confident. Patient. All the things she wasn’t. She saw not one glimmer of fear in Karl’s blue eyes as he stared up at the great horse. Only a calm concern that radiated to Whirlwind.

Watching, Elise felt her self-esteem wither, and her heart was filled with self-recrimination. She knew better than to tighten the lead on a panicking horse, but she’d panicked too, escalating Whirlwind’s fear. The air was thick with humidity from the oncoming storm and the kicked-up dust stuck to her skin. She could taste its bitterness in her mouth.

When Whirlwind quieted, Karl petted his neck, then made soothing remarks as he began walking the horse in wide circles as though he had all the time in the world. Whirlwind snorted, his hooves kicking up the dust in his spirited prance. The other grooms kept their distance, waiting to load their charges until after Whirlwind was settled. Whirlwind was like the oncoming hurricane, moving in an unpredictable, dangerous path. After several more rounds the stallion had calmed down completely. Only then did Karl turn his attention to Elise. Under his shock of blond hair, his eyes sparked with fury.

“I told you I would load him,” Karl said in his slight German accent.

She lifted her chin in defiance. “He’s my horse.”

“Well, you almost killed your horse. And yourself along with him!”

The tension in his rising voice was spooking the horse. Karl shook his head and muttered under his breath, “Scheisse.” When he spoke again, his voice was low but it vibrated with emotion. Spearing her with his gaze, he said, “You know he’s afraid of the trailer. What were you thinking? You can’t just expect him to walk straight in. You have to guide him to it. Very slowly. Give him the chance to see that it’s not some dark, terrible cave but a place he can tolerate. Help him past his fear. Walk him past the trailer, over and over, each time closer and closer.”

“I know that, but we don’t have all day,” she exclaimed. “We’re evacuating now. My mother wants to leave.”

Karl’s face set. “It’s going to take as long as it’s going to take.”

Elise didn’t have time to reply. Nor did she have to. A pale-yellow, vintage Mercedes drew close and slowed to a stop near them, crunching gravel. The driver’s-side window slid down, and Elise could see her mother’s face in the shadows.

By classic standards, Gerta was a striking woman. Her patrician features were elegant and fine, like the horses she bred. Her skin was unblemished and so pale that her blue eyes appeared as chips of ice. Her blond hair was perpetually smoothed back into a chignon, as slick and polished as wood. No hair would deign to slip out of its tight hold. But her perfection was broken by the downward curve of her nose, like the curved beak of a hawk. It was the Voelker nose, her father’s nose, one she was proud to have inherited. She knew the power the strong profile lent when she lifted her nose in disdain.

Elise knew immediately that she had seen the entire humiliating scene.

“Get in the car,” she ordered Elise in her clipped, German-accented voice.

Elise tightened her lips and, ducking her head, walked around the car to slide into the backseat. The door shut with a muffled sound.

In the front, she saw Gerta’s gaze flicker to Karl. Her lips pursed in annoyance. “You,” she ordered the trainer, speaking in German. “Get that beast into the trailer. I’ll meet you at Freehold Farm. Understood?”

Karl nodded and drawled in English, “Yes, ma’am.”

Gerta stared at the young man as the dark window slid back up. She slowly pulled away from the barn; on hitting the road, gravel spun as the engine purred and the great Mercedes sped off toward the north.



August 20, 4:00 p.m.

Tryon, North Carolina

Cara sat in a rocker on the expansive deck of David Wyatt’s mountain home. A soft, sweet-smelling breeze caressed her cheek and ruffled Hope’s soft hair, the child a comforting weight in her lap. The massive log house stood in the middle of a clearing of soft green grass, a breathtaking view of the Blue Ridge Mountain range just in the distance. The mountains lived up to their name as a deep, purpling dusk settled over the valley, their looming shadows cast in blue light.

The vista was so different from the ocean view Cara usually enjoyed from her deck on Isle of Palms in South Carolina. They both had their own unique charm, though, she decided, on the island the air tasted of salt. Here, the heady scent of freshly mowed grass filled every corner of the house, and tonight there was an added note of rain in the air, sweet and moist. She leaned her head back against the chair, sighing in pleasure.

She pushed on her foot, bringing the rocker into a lazy swing. The trip had been a wonderful time of reconnection. She and David had been dating for only a year, yet they were so compatible, so easy together that she felt she’d always known him. Cara was also very fond of David’s daughter, Heather, her husband, Bo, and their son, Rory. She’d known Heather before she got acquainted with David, and the woman was both friend and daughter to her. Little Rory was nearly the same age as Cara’s two-year-old daughter, Hope. They played so well together. It was a joy to hear their laughter over the silliest games. This time away in the mountains had been filled with conversation, good meals, great wine, and laughter. The only shadow on the vacation was the worry of a storm building in the Caribbean.

She heard the house door open behind her, followed by a heavy footfall. A moment later she felt a firm yet gentle hand on her shoulder. Cara looked away from the mesmerizing view to smile at David.

His face was tanned from a summer spent sailing off Dewees Island, his home in South Carolina. There was a new tension in his face, however, a worry flashing in his eyes that had her sitting straighter in her chair.

“Cara,” David said, and took the chair beside her. “There’s something I want to talk to you about.” His voice sounded strangely calm, which usually meant that what he had to say was serious.

“All right,” she said, trying to sound casual. “What’s up?”

“I just heard the latest weather report.”

Cara swallowed the lump in her throat. They’d been monitoring the weather ever since they’d heard a storm was heading toward the southeastern coast. If she’d been in her home on Isle of Palms, a vulnerable barrier island, she would have been glued to the weather reports. Islanders didn’t take hurricanes lightly. The TV would be blaring 24/7 once a hurricane formed somewhere in the Atlantic. They were like sprinters at the starting line, poised to spring into action.

In the mountains, however, one felt detached from coastal storms. They seemed so far away. When she lived in Chicago, Cara had been only vaguely aware of the hurricane reports. But since she’d returned to the coast of South Carolina sixteen years earlier and a hurricane had hit during that first summer home, she’d learned to pay attention. Here she’d once again grown complacent. Now David’s comment slammed the reality into the forefront of her mind. Her heart started beating rapidly.

“What’s happening?”

“It’s the hurricane. It’s getting tightly organized.”

Though he kept his voice calm, Cara involuntarily wrapped her arms tighter around Hope.

David, always perceptive of her emotions, added in an encouraging tone, “It’s still far out there, of course. It’s hitting Puerto Rico now. It could lose strength when it goes over the island.”

She heard the door open again and, looking over her shoulder, saw Heather and Bo step out to join them on the porch. Their tense faces were grim.

“You heard?” Heather asked Cara, jiggling Rory in her arms.

Cara nodded. “Just. God, I hate hurricane season. Have they pinpointed where it’s headed?”

Bo leaned against the railing, tucking his fingertips into his jeans. “I just checked Weather Underground. The cone has it heading straight up the southeastern coast.” He paused. “Charleston’s on its path.”

“Damn,” Cara said on an exhale. She had endured too many Category One storms on the island, as high a category as anyone with any survival instinct would endure. Now, at the first alert, she leaped up and began making preparations and laying in supplies. Even high on a mountaintop, her fight-or-flight instinct was kicking in. She wasn’t on the island and didn’t need to flee. Yet with so much at stake on the island, she knew she couldn’t stay put. Cara would put up the good fight.

She stood up abruptly from the rocker, cradling Hope. “I’ve got to get back.”

“Back?” Heather asked, eyebrows raised. “Why would you go back to the island? You’re safe here in the mountains.”

“The beach house,” Cara said, her tone implying that was the only reason she needed. “I have to board up the windows. It’s completely open.”

“It’s just a house,” Heather said, trying both to assuage her fears and encourage her to stay. “Your safety is more important. And Hope’s.”

“It’s not just a house to me,” Cara said, panic bubbling under her cool surface. “I love that house. It’s very important to me. You know that.”

Chastened, Heather didn’t reply, but kissed Rory’s head.

Resolve stirred in Cara’s veins. “I’d better start packing.”

“You stay here,” David said, standing up. “I’ll go down to Isle of Palms and close it up.”

“I’ll help you,” Bo offered.

“Bo?” Heather’s voice was high with worry.

Rory lifted his head, alarmed by the tone of his mother’s voice.

Bo slipped an arm around her and winked at his son. “Don’t you worry. It won’t take long. We’ll be back before the hurricane hits.”

Cara looked at Heather’s uneasy expression. She was four months pregnant with their second child, and emotions were running high.

“You stay with Heather,” Cara told Bo. “I know where everything is and it’ll go quicker. Plus, it’s my house. I won’t feel easy if I don’t see it secured myself.” She looked at David. “I should’ve boarded it up before we left for the mountains, like you did.”

“Don’t be hard on yourself,” David said kindly. “You were only going away for a week, and I was staying for a month. You couldn’t have planned this. I’ll go down with you,” he said in a decisive tone. “Bo, you stay here with Heather. She needs you up here in her condition.”

Heather nodded, relief shining in her eyes. “I’ll take care of Hope,” she volunteered. “She knows us, and she and Rory are best pals.”

“Mama? I wanna go with you,” Hope said, her lower lip trembling.

“Mama will be back real fast, you’ll see,” she told her daughter with an attempt at a reassuring smile. Then, resting her hand on Hope’s soft curls, she looked at Heather. “Thank you. That would be amazing. Of course, I couldn’t take her.” She turned to David, rocking Hope on her hip. “How long do you think it’ll take?”

“Not long. It’s a small house.”

“With a lot of windows.”

“Right,” he said with chagrin. He crossed his arms across his denim shirt as he considered. “A day down. A day to board. A day back. Three days. That should do it.”

Cara turned to Bo. “When is it due to hit?”

Bo shrugged. “Hard to tell. It’s too far out for them to be sure, but probably not for at least five days, maybe six. Less, if it picks up speed.”

Cara nodded with sober acceptance. “Okay. That gives us time.”

David came to wrap his long arms around her. She felt their strength and leaned into them. He rested his chin atop her head, then spoke in a low voice.

“Don’t worry. We’ll leave first thing in the morning.”

Cara shifted her gaze to the south. Her view was shrouded by thick foliage, but in her mind’s eye she envisioned her beloved 1930s cottage perched on a dune surrounded by primrose and sea oats. Small and vulnerable, it faced the ocean she both loved and feared. Her mother had always said a wise woman never turned her back on the ocean.

Cara felt the breeze again on her cheek. This time, however, the wind felt menacing.
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