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For Peter


I wondered if that was how forgiveness budded; not with the fanfare of epiphany, but with pain gathering its things, packing up, and slipping away unannounced in the middle of the night.

Khaled Hosseini, The Kite Runner



– PROLOGUE –

New Jersey

2006

It was one of those things that never should have happened—the kind you turn over, splay open with pins, and examine at intervals for the rest of your life because it will never, ever cease to matter. Any little interruption could have changed the timing: a slice of bread in the toaster too long, a stalled van on the 287, a song on the radio you just had to hear to the end.

Elise Sorenson stepped outside to a frosty October morning. The frenzied weekday choreography of grave-faced commuters marching to the train and parents stuffing schoolchildren turtled by backpacks into SUVs had finally given way to quiet. The odd yellow leaf spiraled softly earthward. She could see her breath as she climbed into her car.

No riding in the third trimester had been her husband’s only request. Her obstetrician’s advice was straightforward: any sport you are already proficient at is safe to continue, especially at Elise’s level of experience. Dressage riders competed at the Olympics while pregnant. The doctor had left it up to Elise to determine when to stop, and when she reached twenty-eight weeks—her belly the size of a domed screen that keeps flies off a picnic ham—it felt right to stay on the ground.

Anyway, her horse was young. It wasn’t a bad idea to have her coach train him for a few months.

It had been three weeks since she’d stopped riding, and having nowhere to go every morning still felt strange. Blissful, yes. But lonely. You couldn’t spend five days a week debating cloth diapers versus disposables. More often than not, habit drew her back to the stable. The place was more than just a barn for Elise; it had been her home the second half of high school.

She arrived that day to find Ronnie Goodrich schooling her horse in the arena and slipped behind the low, dust-covered wall of the viewing area to watch. Steam puffed from the animal’s nostrils as he cantered around the far end. The only sound was the powdery thud of hooves and the familiar waxy squeak of good saddle leather.

It was still pretty outside. The arena doors and windows had been flung open to the quivering riot of scarlet, mulberry, and gold in the woods beyond. Another month or two and the place would be sealed up tight, heaters on the ceiling glowing like embers.

A somersault in her abdomen and Elise smiled. Her hand instinctively went to her stomach. This little one was an acrobat. Over three pounds now, a recent ultrasound showed. And already sucking its thumb. Her thumb. The baby’s position had finally allowed for a peek.

Soon Ronnie’s working students filed in—three moon-eyed, flat-bellied girls who floated along the barn aisles like cult followers, armfuls of freshly laundered saddle pads and flakes of sweet hay offered up in exchange for lessons and board from the great man. Elise had done the same at their age. Lara, Amy, and Kirsten. Amy waved excitedly, gestured toward Elise’s stomach, whispered, “So cute!”

Too soon, the ride was over. I’m not ready to leave this haven yet, she thought as she stepped into the soft give of the arena footing. Indie hadn’t had a thorough brushing in ages. His hooves needed polishing. Besides that, she’d give his silver bit and the fittings on his bridle a good scrub with a toothbrush. Smooth lanolin over the stirrup leathers with a damp sponge, reaching farther under the saddle flaps than usual.

As Ronnie loosened the girth, he raved about the horse’s winning combination of enthusiasm and absolute calm. The animal was kinder and more tranquil than most humans. As if embarrassed, Indie gently tugged on Elise’s sweater with his lips. It made the girls laugh. Swoon, even—teenage girls are always horsesick. Elise had started to lead the gelding back to the barn when Amy asked if anyone had taken a photo of Elise atop her horse the day she’d stopped riding.

“Seriously, how darling would that be with your baby bump?”

Very, was the squealed consensus.

Still, Elise hesitated. But Indie was so gentle and trustworthy, Ronnie’s preschool-age nieces and nephews had been led around the arena on his back. Ronnie had given a disabled rider from Colorado a lesson on the horse that summer. The animal was, as they say, bomb-proof.

“Okay,” she said. “But just for a second.”

Kirsten held the reins while Elise stepped up onto the mounting block and tentatively slid one foot into the stirrup.

The little gray dog came out of nowhere.



– CHAPTER 1 –

Greenville, North Carolina

June 2015

Even with the flight’s fifteen-minute delay and the half-hour drive from Newark to Montclair, she’d still make it to the school on time, Elise told herself as she tightened her seat belt and forced herself to slow down and breathe. She checked her watch—1:15 p.m. There wasn’t a lot of wiggle room.

A striking woman with flippy black hair and a breezy linen shirt over white jeans paused in the aisle, her destination clearly the window seat. “Sorry. That’s me over there.”

Elise shifted to allow her seatmate to pass in a moneyed jingle of bracelets and the faintest whiff of perfume. Once the scent dissipated, Elise realized that, in the confined space of the airplane, in her breeches and sweatshirt, she smelled vaguely organic. Bestial, even, covered as she was in sweat, sunscreen, and show-ring silt.

After three weeks in North Carolina and—ten weeks prior to that—three months in Florida, Elise Sorenson was finally on her way home. She’d been at the Tryon horse show in Mill Spring that morning with a very late test time—9:45—for a woman who needed to be in another state by afternoon. After her ride, without taking the time to change, she had raced back to the house she’d shared with six other international-level riders, most of whom she didn’t know; one of whom (the one who did jump squats after midnight and, she was nearly certain, helped himself to her protein powder) she wished she’d never met; and all of whom were fighting for the same thing: better scores than they’d earned in Florida so they could be long-listed for the U.S. equestrian team in Rio next year.

She’d thrown her bags into the back of her coach’s rented Land Rover, left Ronnie to accompany the horses back to Newark, cleared security in record time considering it was the first real weekend of the summer, and made it, breathless and glowing with anticipation, to seat 21C.

She checked her watch again. 1:25. I’ll be there, she’d promised her daughter last night on the phone.

Thumps came from beneath the floor as luggage was heaved into the belly of the plane. Then the breathless pong of the flight attendant call button. She reached up to blast the overhead vent in case her seatmate noticed the eau de cheval, then glanced around. Some of them must be horse people. Anyway, she was probably being paranoid.

With a mother who worked here and there as a doctor’s receptionist and a father whose John Deere salesman-of-the-year dreams had never materialized, Elise Bleeker had grown up in a depressed neighborhood. It lay along the western border of Lower Vailsburg in Newark, New Jersey, and was not-so-lovingly dubbed “the Coop” because it wasn’t uncommon for people to keep a backyard chicken or two. The Kirks, who lived directly behind the Bleekers, kept hens in a converted shed along the property line. On a hot day, the caustic smell of excrement would drift through Elise’s window, permeating every soft surface. You couldn’t get it out of your nose. She was certain it attached itself to the clothes her mother hung out to dry, maybe even to her hair. Her suspicions were confirmed on the bus one day when a young boy made a face and told his father something stunk. Elise slipped off at the next stop. That shame never fully leaves a person.

Now, movement beside her caught Elise’s attention. With every click of an overhead bin being pushed shut and every thump of a passenger rushing past, Elise’s seatmate braced for impact. The woman pulled the safety card from the pouch at her knees and stared at it, hands shaking.

Elise leaned close. “If it helps at all, I’m on my way to a very important event back in Montclair, something I—one hundred percent—must attend. And if I arrive safely, you arrive safely.”

The woman’s fingers went to her necklace; she was clearly embarrassed. “Ridiculous to be such a baby. I’m nearly forty-five years old.”

“Nothing ridiculous about being afraid of something and going ahead and doing it.” Elise realized her paddock boots were smeared with barn dirt and tucked them beneath her seat. “Maybe more ridiculous to board a plane covered in mud.”

“You’re Elise Sorenson. You can be forgiven.”

Elise searched her memory. Was this someone she was supposed to know?

“I’m not a stalker.” The woman held out a manicured hand for Elise to shake. “Laurel Sabados. Getting my girls to and from barns and horse shows and tack shops has been my full-time job since they were old enough to talk. My eldest, Jessa, had a photo of you pinned to her corkboard. From Dressage Today magazine, I think?” When Elise didn’t correct her, Laurel continued. “You were her idol.”

Were.

Admittedly, Elise had taken a risk that morning. Dressage is all white gloves and tails, top hat and hair contained in a netted bun. The one event set to music, the Grand Prix Kur, is typically done to Bach, Gershwin, “A New Argentina” from Evita, perhaps. But Tamara Berlo-Chang had just scored 73.39. Elise needed to make a statement and switched her music to something decidedly more edgy at the last minute: Lil’ Kim covering an expletive-spackled song called “Lighters Up.” The judges were in such a fluster, they’d held off scoring. “Sounds like you saw my test.”

“I loved it,” Laurel paused, then added, “I don’t care what anyone said.”

Wait. “What did they say?”

“Oh, you know how people are.” Laurel raised the window shade with the tip of a finger, peered at the ground traffic, then snapped it all the way down. “Doesn’t bear repeating.”

“Don’t tell me . . . Tamara Berlo-Chang is your daughter’s new idol?” Elise sighed nervously. “Deservedly, without a doubt.”

“No. You remained her heroine to the end. Jessa died last year.”

Elise’s stomach dropped. For all the guilt she lived with, things could have turned out far, far worse. “Oh . . . god. I’m so sorry.”

“Drunk driver—another teenager, actually. Home from Pepperdine for the summer. Out there on a baseball scholarship.” Laurel held a deep, bolstering breath. “He lived. Jessa didn’t.”

“God.” Elise sat with the weight of this woman’s tragedy. “That’s . . . I don’t know what to say. How on earth do you go forward?”

Laurel pulled a folded tissue from her sleeve cuff and refolded it. “Minute by minute.”

“And the driver?”

“He’s in prison. Two young lives destroyed.”

A passenger leaned over Elise to stuff his bag into the overhead bin with enough force that it rocked her seat. His tie swung into Elise’s space and she leaned away.

“I’ve wondered many times since whether I am supposed to forgive him,” Laurel said.

“And do you?”

The woman’s eyes searched the chair back in front of her for answers that weren’t there. “Jessa deserved more.” Then Laurel made a deliberate shift in body language: pushed her fists into her lap, fixed her gaze on Elise, and smiled through eyes now tinged with pink. The moment had passed. “Enough about my life. What takes you to New Jersey on such an important mission that you’re going to keep the plane up in the air for it?”

It was like coming out of a darkened movie theater, surprised anything exists beyond the story that engrossed you. Elise blinked hard. “Oh, home. My eight-year-old daughter is in her first play tonight.”

“How lovely. What’s her name?”

“Gracie. I’ve only been home about ten weeks total this year. This will be my longest stretch back with her and my husband. So it’s a bit of a reunion.”

For a Grand Prix dressage rider with Olympic dreams who lived in the snow-covered tundra that was the northeastern United States, it simply was what it was. Elise shipped down to Florida in December with her Hanoverian gelding, which meant the family spent many Christmases under palm trees. She flew home for family time as her competition and training schedule allowed, and Matt and Gracie drove down for long weekends. This season, however, Elise’s scores had been all over the place—not ideal with Rio only one year away. The 2016 games were the reason they’d bought Indie all those years ago. And for Tokyo in 2020, Indie would be nineteen. There was no way to know if the horse would be up to it. Maybe with the sale of Matt’s family cabin there would be money to buy a youngster, but to have another horse ready? Possible, but only if everything went smoothly.

Once the shows in Palm Beach ended, after a couple of well-earned months at home, she and Ronnie trekked down to North Carolina. Trouble was, her scores there were up and down as well. It had gotten to the point where, Elise could tell, Matt was afraid to ask during their bedtime phone calls. He asked about the weather. Her workout schedule. How she slept.

All the money Elise had spent this past season, all the time away, may have been for nothing.

“Tough on a family, this lifestyle, I suppose,” said Laurel. “Lots of Skyping, FaceTiming.”

“Every day, if we can. And Matt is a rock. But, believe me, I face a whole lot of judgment from the moms in the schoolyard.”

“And if your husband were the gifted athlete; if Gracie’s father were vying for the Olympics . . . those very same people would stand around admiring him. Not a single person would judge him harshly.” Laurel tsked. “Society is still so archaic in some ways. The choices women make as mothers are forever under the microscope. Everyone has an opinion.”

Perhaps myself most of all, Elise thought. After the accident, Elise hadn’t allowed herself to ride again for nearly three years. It took Matt and Ronnie sitting her down for a two-hour intervention at the Tiny Rhino Café in town to get her back on a horse. “Sometimes deservedly.”

“And sometimes not.”

Flight attendants and stray passengers busied themselves with last-minute securing of overhead compartments and seat belts. “It’s not the traditional way to parent, the mother on the road, but you have to believe your child will learn by example, right? How to really go for it.”

As for her own drive, she certainly hadn’t learned from example. While her father, Warren, with his twinkling green eyes and his politician’s smile, had always taught her she could accomplish whatever she set her mind to, his own methods were sorely lacking. “All you have to do is believe, princess,” he used to say. “Because if you don’t believe, they don’t believe.” And there her large-framed mother, Rosamunde, would sit beside him—always fully made up with hair coiffed—ever hopeful that the big-talking man who’d swept into her life in his used Cadillac to woo her away from finishing her college degree had been the right choice.

Elise had had many a long, lonely flight to think about what drove her to fight this hard. It hadn’t come from Warren’s encouragement at all. Her fire came much later, from the shock of his betrayal—an act that cost her mother her life. But Elise couldn’t think of that now. Sorrow was an indulgence she didn’t have time for.

Laurel was staring at her. “You’re one of the most talented riders in the country, Elise. Being traditional is never really going to be an option. Nor should it be.”

Elise looked down at the Summerhill Prep program in her lap. The Blossom King was the end-of-school-year play, and Gracie had been selected to draw the cover illustration: a frowning cherry tree next to a vain monarch. He had in his possession three things: the desire for a robe made of petals, a newly sharpened ax, and a henchman willing to use it. What he didn’t see was the morality lesson charging at him like an invisible freight train.

The curtain would go up at five. Hopefully, Matt would score two front-row center seats so their daughter could feel her parents’ adoration from the stage, where she was to play a baby koala waiting for a breakfast of ripe cherries. That the freckle-faced joey had been born in Branch Brook Park, New Jersey, didn’t seem to have struck the drama teacher as remotely improbable. Nor had it worried her that said marsupial insisted upon wearing a tiara. It was, after all, as Gracie explained to her mother the evening prior on the phone, in the froggy voice that had earned her the nickname “Little Green,” her stage debut.

Awkward for Elise’s reunion with her husband to happen in front of every parent and teacher in the school, but after a self-conscious embrace, Matt would pull her hand onto his lap, fold her fingers into a ball, and cover it with his own. It was the hot little stone of their love. From this pip sprung their life together.

Two hours and five minutes, then this plane would land. Another fifty minutes or so, if traffic was kind to her, and she’d be with her family. It was always a bit of a strained dance when the three of them reunited. With Gracie because she’d have forgotten that Elise had any authority, and with Matt . . . well, with Matt because he’d been running the show for an extended period and his wife’s return always tilted the parenting balance.

First thing in the morning they’d bundle into the car and drive to Matt’s old family cabin in Lake Placid. The thought of it—four and a half hours together in the car—was nothing short of heaven. Elise had popped into Target the night before to stock up on coloring books and markers, juice boxes, and a mini Rubik’s Cube for the road, and crammed it all into her carry-on bag. Matt and Elise would have chocolate croissants and steaming dark roast coffee from Amour-Propre, the little French bakery in Montclair.

Her phone lit up. Matt calling. The sound of paper shuffling, then the deep growl of his voice. “I smell jet fuel and oversalted cashews.”

She tucked her chin into the phone. “I smell the frustration of clients who don’t pay on time and mounting desperation to have your wife in your arms.”

“Got me on both.”

“We’re late to take off.” The pong of another call button. “Should happen any minute, though.”

“Meet me inside the school, then. I’ll be the devastatingly sexy man, front-row center, who’s had way too many cold showers lately.”

“Tell Lil’ G I can’t wait to squish her to bits.”

“Aaand we’ll give the cheeseburgers and shakes a pass.”

“You’re so not funny. Like, you shouldn’t even try.”

“Love you madly, E.”

In their early months of dating, he’d sent her roses on her birthday, ordering them over the phone. The florist had transcribed “I love you madly” as “I love you badly.” It had become a running joke. “Love you badly,” she said now before hanging up.

Beside her, Laurel pulled out a library book, Orphan #8 by Kim van Alkemade, and settled in to read.

“Excuse me, Ms. Sorenson?” A tap on her shoulder. The flight attendant who’d welcomed them while boarding, a young Indian woman with a silky ponytail, tidy tortoiseshell glasses, and plum-glossed lips. “We’ve just had a call in the cockpit. You’re wanted over on Equine Air. The pilots have had to delay takeoff for a horse that’s become upset.”

No. No, no, no. Elise leaned forward. “My horse?”

“He won’t load, according to the transport team.”

“He has a companion animal, a donkey. He’ll follow Poppins.”

“Apparently, the donkey’s been led on and off several times, but the horse won’t budge.”

Indie had had a bad flight on a FedEx cargo plane when Ronnie brought him over from Germany as a four-year-old in the spring of 2005. Bad weather tossed the aircraft like a leaf for hours, and the gelding sharing Indie’s jet stall tried to make an unexpected break for it halfway across the Atlantic. The vet on board successfully sedated him, but not before Indie learned that travel is a menacing, six-headed beast to be avoided at any cost. It was nearly six months before he would willingly board a trailer in New Jersey, and he only did so with the help of a donkey Elise bought for $250 on their honeymoon in Greece that September after watching the overburdened jenny being forced to carry bulging tourists with bulging luggage up a six-hundred-foot cliff in the searing heat of Santorini.

The lop-eared donkey had the look of a beloved teddy bear that had been through the wash too many times. The horse may have been twice her size, but the donkey immediately assumed the role of nanny, earning herself the name Poppins. She mollycoddled the gelding, protected him from rambunctious horses in the paddocks, and always allowed him the last mouthful of hay. Like a good governess, she taught Indie how to load by trotting up the ramp of the trailer and back. See how simple? You can do it!

Clearly, a plane was a different experience.

“They asked for your permission to take the horse to the cargo bay until alternative arrangements are made.”

“The cargo bay . . . with the donkey?”

“I don’t think so. The donkey would continue to Newark.”

The amount of money Matt and Elise had spent to purchase such a talented horse was astronomical and, to them, the investment of a lifetime: $250,000. They’d used Matt’s inheritance from his parents, and then some, and later took on a sizable mortgage to buy the house in Montclair before Gracie came along. Indie was a coddled, sensitive horse trained to CDI—Concours de Dressage International—the level required for Olympic consideration. He had that magic combination of exquisite cadence and big, bouncy movements, without a flighty temperament. To leave him with airport ground crew in a clanging, banging, overheated cargo bay would be irresponsible and cruel. And dangerous. If he injured himself trying to escape, or, god forbid, colicked, the results could be fatal. Horses are herd animals. You don’t leave one alone in a strange place.

Not to mention, a stall on Equine Air ran $5,000. Matt and Elise didn’t have anywhere near that kind of cash to pay for another flight, whenever that would be. This wasn’t exactly American Airlines. The only reason Indie was traveling with thirteen other dressage horses, hunter jumpers, and polo ponies—and one hee-hawing au pair—was that Ronnie had sold Wunderkind, the now retired Dutch Warmblood he’d won a bronze medal with at the 2012 games in London, to a wealthy beginner looking for a schoolmaster, leaving an empty stall on the plane.

“Is it possible I could run over there and get back in time?” Elise asked the flight attendant.

“Do you have checked luggage?”

She’d hauled her luggage onto the horse trailer earlier. Had she checked her bags onto the flight, it might have bought her some time—at least long enough for the baggage to be removed by ground crew if Elise didn’t make it back. In a post-9/11 world, airlines were rightly squeamish about bags left behind by passengers who deplane. “No.”

“Then the pilot can’t wait. I recommend you remain in your seat. The horse will be stowed securely. It’s very safe—”

Stowed. Like a set of golf clubs.

“I realize it’s not ideal.” The flight attendant frowned in understanding and looked up toward the galley, where one of her colleagues was gesturing for her to hurry. She stepped back. “But the staff in the cargo area are terrific with animals. Arrangements for another flight will be made for the horse. And you can be in direct contact with the staff when we land.”

The thought of her daughter stepping out onto that stage, looking out to see an empty seat beside her father, turquoise crutches hidden behind the curtain until she had no choice but to pull them out. . . . Elise couldn’t breathe from the agony. It was what had kept her going these last three weeks—playing that moment of Gracie coming onstage through her mind on a never-ending loop. She’d planned (to hell with what the other parents thought) to stand up and cheer. Blow two-handed kisses to Gracie from the audience and embarrass her funny, freckled, ribbit-voiced girl with the enormity of her love.

And Matt. Sweet, patient, kind, long-suffering-in-so-much-silence Matt.

But she couldn’t take such a chance with Indie. She couldn’t risk the animal’s life by leaving him behind like a vintage Studebaker awaiting shipment to a faraway collector.

There was no other choice. Elise unbuckled, forced her body out of the seat. After wishing Laurel a beautiful, smooth trip, Elise gathered her bags from the overhead bin, followed the flight attendant up the aisle, and stepped off the plane that would have taken her to the only place in the world she wanted to be.



— CHAPTER 2 —

New Jersey

Matt prickled with impatience to get out of the suburbs and up to the lake, groaning and striking his palm against the steering wheel of his old cream BMW when traffic on the Watchung overpass came to another exasperating halt, red taillights blurred by the rain. Six thirty on a Friday night was, of course, a terrible time to head north. A four-and-a-half-hour road trip could turn into six hours, bumper-to-bumper. They’d meant to set out Saturday morning, all three of them. A family. Then Elise didn’t turn up for the play. And when Matt and Gracie returned to the house, they saw four of Gracie’s classmates file up the neighbor girl’s front steps for a sleepover Gracie wasn’t invited to but was able to observe through the kitchen window. The car had already been packed for the morning. What else was a father to do but insist they pile in and hit the road then and there?

“Dad,” Gracie asked from the backseat. “What’s a motherless ’tard?”

Matt Sorenson spun around to look at her. Funducational—Summerhill Prep School’s after-school care program, which Gracie called Stunneducational—had been canceled that afternoon, so Matt had left work early to bring his daughter home and get her ready, then drop her off for dress rehearsal looking reasonably well-cared-for.

Now, after drama feigned and real, after a pre–road trip spin through McDonald’s drive-through for a burger, she had ketchup on her cheek, her hair was a knotted mess, she wore a tiara tipped on an angle that looked more drunken than darling, and I MAY BE WRONG BUT I DOUBT IT was markered along her forearm in fine-tipped purple. From the moment Matt had found her backstage after the final curtain, her expression had been that of a recently exiled royal: exalted and misanthropic, wearied and replete.

The life of a stage actress.

He’d been trying, without much luck, to settle his outrage. Elise had been on the plane. On the plane. Who, after having been away so much of the year, when headed home for their only child’s first stage performance, all buckled up on a flight set to take off in minutes—no high winds or ranting passenger or malfunctioning electrical system to justify a big delay—gets off the flight?

The text came in when he’d still been at the office. Actually, typing his out-of-office reply, as they’d be in Lake Placid for two weeks. The reason? They had to sell the cabin his grandfather built in 1947. The reason for that?

Dressage.

Not that he was bitter. He’d married Elise knowing full well she was special and that theirs would not be a regular life.

Still. Having to tell Gracie her mother couldn’t make the play had been devastating. Matt almost couldn’t bear her disappointment. That he would be there was no consolation. He was the parent she could count on. He was the don’t-forget-your-lunch guy. The dispenser of the daily vitamin. The remover of grape juice stains. It made him dispensable, because that’s how kids think. Harkens way back to Romeo and Juliet. You want most what you can’t have. And, too many days of the year, Gracie couldn’t have her mother.

Matt would have done anything to get Elise to the school in time. He’d have missed the play himself. Flown to Greenville and set up a sleeping bag right there in the cargo bay. He’d have sung lullabies, fed the horse carrots he’d julienned to prevent choking, pressed his lips to the gelding’s hairy forehead to check for fever. He was good at this stuff. It had been such a perfect day until then, could he not make this one simple thing happen? Surely a father’s will, this father’s will, had that much force.

“Where did you hear that?” he asked his daughter.

“Hear what?”

“That ‘motherless . . .’ I’m not going to repeat it.”

Gracie picked up the remains of her burger from the seat beside her and used it to point out the drizzled window. “Look.”

A van had squeezed up onto the shoulder beside them. The hopeful female driver waved and pointed at the freeway, as if her need to get moving was greater than his. She mouthed, “Please.”

No way—he’d fought hard to get this close to the freeway proper. He had only three car-lengths to go. At this point, Matt felt his on-ramp position defined him. He adjusted the mirror to look into the backseat. “You didn’t answer me.”

“From Petra. During intermission.”

“Who was she talking about?”

“Duh.” Her gray eyes still had a Gerber baby–like purity.

“Petra. She’s the understudy?”

An emphatic nod.

“Yeah . . . the understudy is always jealous of the lead. Everyone knows that.”

“She knew my lines so good.”

“ ‘Well.’ It’s ‘so well.’ ”

Gracie’s feet thumped against the seat Elise should have been sitting in. “You didn’t make me practice.”

Matt raked his fingers through once-black curls that were now more a tarnished silver. Pewter, at best. “I did so make you practice.”

A deep sigh. “You needed to yell it.”

*  *  *

THE MARRIAGE WAS nearing its breaking point. There, he’d said it. Or at least thought it. All this living apart, Matt playing single father most of every winter . . . he understood Elise’s goals. He wasn’t a Neanderthal. Her passion for horses, for riding, for her sport, was the sexiest thing about her. The look on her face when atop Indie, even just to school him in Ronnie’s arena, was almost indescribable. Fire and water. Earth and air. Absolute peace and furious determination. From the start, Elise had been one of those people who make you feel like reaching farther. Like anything was possible. She wasn’t like anyone. She wasn’t normal.

Trouble was, after—what?—ten, twelve years of living this way, normal wasn’t looking like such a bad gig. Was it so wrong at fifty to think it might be time to reevaluate? He’d been flipping through Sports Illustrated that week on the train and had stopped on a story about a gymnast from Uzbekistan who, at forty, was shooting for Rio in 2016. Think about it—the average age of a gymnast on the U.S. team in 2012 was sixteen. Nadia Comaneci won a handful of golds at fourteen, retired at nineteen. This forty-year-old wasn’t just considered unusual to shoot for Rio, she was being touted as a miracle.

As the train pulled into Penn Station and people stuffed iPads into briefcases, tucked newspapers beneath elbows, moved crisply to the doors, Matt didn’t budge. Was it terrible to be jealous of this Oksana Chusovitina’s lucky bastard of a husband because his wife would be washed up after Rio?

At this point, it didn’t look like Elise was ever going to get there. Her scores had zigzagged this year, and for what? A seriously disappointed daughter and the K2-size mountain of debt that comes from any of the horse sports. Bonus: every year the horse aged beyond his early teens, he dropped in value. Matt thought about the cost of a gymnastics leotard, even throwing in a hair ribbon. Hell, make it a hair ribbon woven from platinum and rose gold threads, delicately braided and tasseled with diamonds and the sperm of one of those Tibetan mastiffs they inject with lion’s blood in China. It still didn’t come close to the expense of buying, then supporting a decade of boarding, feeding, and training a fancy horse from Germany.

Tonight was the last straw—wait, strike that. Straw is for those horses that don’t cost as much as a down payment on a Manhattan condo. It was the last fluffy cedar shaving.

One of their neighbors in Montclair, Jason Hyndeman, a hedge fund manager with, Gracie once joyfully pointed out, the junkiest-looking actual hedge on the block, had offered this advice to Matt on the sidewalk: “Follow the Three Fs of investment. Never buy anything that flies, floats, or fucks.”

Elise’s horse might as well have wings and a rudder.

In his rearview mirror, Matt saw that Gracie had dozens of tiny stuffed animals pushed down into the seat crack so only their heads were showing. “What’s with all the animals?”

“I’m bringing them with me. To teach them things.”

“Like what?”

“Like they have to behave. Each one will get a hug, but only if they wait. Because there’s a rule.”

“What rule?”

“They could get stepped on by me because they’re so small. Or they could get hugged. They just have to wait and see.”

Jesus. Another reason they had to normalize life. Elise’s absence was starting to wear on Gracie as much as it was on him.

The woman in the van waved frantically, encroaching on Matt’s lane now. Her hair was coiled atop her head, and with her long neck and drapey sweater, she looked like a ballerina fresh from the barre. He could feel his resolve waning. Who was he kidding? He wasn’t proud of it, but he’d never been able to resist an even remotely attractive woman.

There was a permanent sense of inferiority bestowed upon a male who had to grow into his looks. Matt had been born with an odd face: chin too small for pale, wide-set eyes and arched brows that winged outward at the apex. It gave him a look that was vaguely evil, or Vulcan. His classmates would describe him as likeable enough, but unpredictable. As if he might flick a match into the school Dumpster or drown a cat at any minute. With eyes like that, you kept your distance.

It didn’t help any that his grandfather—who raised him after his parents died—had been born handsome and assumed Matt attracted girls as effortlessly as he had. Nate, who’d divided their time between a Manhattan apartment when school was in and the cabin Matt was about to unload when it wasn’t, had gotten it into his head that his grandson was a ladies’ man.

“Whatever you do, don’t get her pregnant,” Nate would say with a wink, whether Matt was headed out to fill a tin can with worms in the Adirondacks or pop down to the lobby to check for mail in the city. In his grade school years, the joke had mystified Matt. But later, once the urges of puberty hit and an aggressive growth spurt left his body gangly and his face gaunt, Nate’s words shone an embarrassing spotlight on Matt’s reality: he was failing at what mattered most—the possibility of one day having sex. And there was little certainty things would ever change.

Miraculously, when his bones stopped aching from long winter nights spent growing, Matt began to put on weight. His body muscled up. His face filled out. He still looked faintly dangerous, but in a way that was less indictable and more, as the Lake Placid girl who took his virginity would breathlessly whisper, “intoxicating.” The females at Stuyvesant had long since written him off—in high school, you remain who you’ve always been—but girls at parties, girls up at the lake, girls at Tower Records began to take notice. Matt’s social life changed in what seemed like an instant.

Still, that kind of insecurity, coupled with the very real worry that you might remain a virgin forever, never quite leaves a man.

Matt slowed to allow the ballerina in the van to slip in front of him.

Gracie’s foot bounced against the back of the passenger seat. “Petra said her mother wouldn’t have missed the play for anything in the world.”

“The flights out of Greenville were grounded from the rain.” Matt couldn’t tell his daughter the truth—that her mother had chosen her horse over her own child. “What was Mom going to do? Walk?”

“I know. She can’t control the weather.” Gracie swiped ketchup off her freckled cheek with a finger and licked it off. “She’s not God.”

“So, what did you say back to Petra?”

His daughter turned to the window, her elfin face so like Elise’s it made his heart swell. The girl reached out to run a finger across the fog on the glass. “That her mom’s a husbandless ho-bag.”

“Gracie!”

“What?”

“You weren’t raised to talk like that.” Even if it was kind of true.

“It’s not against the law.”

“You don’t have to break the law to be wrong. What we say and do in this world matters.”

Traffic inched forward, exhaust puffing between vehicles like dragon’s breath. These long separations from her mother were damaging Gracie on a core level.

“Can I call Mom?”

Matt passed his phone into the backseat. “She may not have landed yet.”

“How long are we going to stay at the cabin?” Gracie asked as she scrolled through his phone for her mother’s number.

“Long enough to get it ready to sell. About two weeks.”

“I never get to go there since Great-grandpa died.”

Matt sighed. They were in danger of losing their home in Montclair. The cost of Elise’s horse and training was steep. They had no way to pay the first installment of school fees for September, and even with Matt’s health-care plan at work, there were extra costs for Gracie’s physiotherapy and specialists. And, since Nate had died two years back, maintaining seventy acres in Lake Placid, much of it waterfront, had brought enormous expenses they weren’t really prepared for. There were staggering tax, insurance, and security payments. Every time a branch fell across a power line or a squirrel tripped the alarm, Matt got a phone call. The dock was sagging into the water, and the septic system needed to be replaced.

Besides, that afternoon had changed Matt’s own game plan. He’d finally been offered a partnership with his law firm. Nothing had come easy to Matt. He’d had to take the bar three times before passing. He’d been a sole practitioner like his father and grandfather but, unlike them, he struggled to bring in clients. He’d joined Barrans, Opel, and Gopnick as an associate eleven years back, but with Elise’s winters in Florida, once Gracie came along, he’d been unable to throw down the hours of the other lawyers.

As he was rushing out to get Gracie to her play, Lyndon Barrans had called Matt into his office, with its tufted, butterscotch leather sofa and chairs, and crystal decanters of whiskey tucked between legal books, poured each of them a finger of Balvenie DoubleWood, and made the offer. At age fifty, Matt was finally being invited to become a permanent part of the team. A hugely gratifying moment. The investment would be heavy, $150,000, but he’d be able to participate in profits. The sale of the cabin would provide the money. But Barrans made it very clear: Matt would have to step up his billable hours in a big way. Which meant he could no longer be both mother and father so much of the year.

Elise had to get real. Plus, Matt wanted another baby. It was never his intention to have just one. He’d grown up an only child. He didn’t wish it on Gracie.

“We’ll be able to travel and do lots of fun things. You’ll see.”

With the phone on speaker, they both listened to two rings and then Elise’s message clicking on. “Hey, it’s Elise. Do it at the beep.” Gracie ended the call.

“Probably still in the air.”

Gracie slid the phone onto the center console. “Are you going to miss the cabin, Dad?”

He’d spent every childhood summer and holiday at the cabin; the two generations before him had lived there year-round, and once Matt was out of school, Nate had moved there full-time. All those memories of rock and moss and towering evergreens, lazy roads edged with sand, and cold lake water so deep and dark you couldn’t see your feet. His mother’s Thanksgiving turkeys slow-cooked in the AGA range. His father’s upside-down fires made of birch logs. Christmases that twinkled with colored lights and snow that fell like sifted sugar. And, always, one of Nate’s German shepherds lying in front of the fire.

“Dad?”

The rain had softened to a misty drizzle. Traffic moved and at last they pulled onto the freeway. Matt inched his way over to the fast lane and settled in for the long drive north. It would take about two weeks to spiff the place up, get it listed. And that would be that. Someone would buy it and, hopefully, love it the way he had.

That part of his life would be over. Done. Kaput.

“Only a little.” Two lies in one day. Terrific. “But the Sorenson family is ready for a new chapter.”

Satisfied, Gracie pulled on her headphones, trapping a fall of hair over her face, and directed her attention out the window. She pulled her shirt collar to her chin to hide that she was sucking her thumb—a habit Elise had worked hard, and thus far failed, to break.

Matt waved a hand at the backseat to get her attention. “Hey, Little Green?”

With a wet thumb, she twisted the headphones away from one ear.

“Mom’s coming for sure. You’ll see her tomorrow.”

Headphones slid back into place. Her gaze settled once again on the window. A few moments later, the thumb found her mouth again.

It was time. He was going to tell his ambitious-to-the-moon-and-back wife that he and Gracie needed her at home.



– CHAPTER 3 –

The pilots of Equine Air—dubbed Air Horse One by the horsey set—minimize positive or negative g-force with extraordinarily gradual takeoffs and landings. When an animal feels weightless, it may fight to find the floor, and too much movement can cause a million-dollar horse to slip and fall. As a result, pilots also take great care to avoid even moderately unstable air.

Elise hadn’t made it back to her (comparatively luxurious) flight full of humans. She’d had to make the trip beside Ronnie in the tiny, bare-bones human compartment of Air Horse One.

But all that really mattered was that she’d missed her daughter’s play.

“I don’t think you understand,” Elise said over the pointed hiss of the engines as the aircraft finally made its descent into Newark. A low-pressure system from the upper Great Lakes had delayed takeoff until nearly 5:00 p.m., and rain in Newark had them circle overhead for nearly fifty minutes. Elise had tried to call Matt before takeoff, but he hadn’t picked up, likely in the audience with his phone on silent. They’d be halfway to the cabin by now, which meant she’d have to drive up alone. “He left without me. I understand he’s upset, but to just pack her in the car tonight and head north?”

“Exactly why I never got married.” Ronnie’s bulk was no match for the tiny seats, and he leaned against the wall, where a window would have been on a regular plane. The passenger area of Equine Air had no such luxury. It comprised twelve seats filled by vets, grooms, owners, and assistants, all partitioned off at the back of the plane—essentially a gutted, windowless Boeing 727 lined with rubber matting and cedar shavings, with moveable stall dividers. No in-flight entertainment, no in-flight meals. Not for humans, anyway.

Ronnie’s silver horse trailer had been backed right up to a high-sided ramp that led straight into the plane. Elise had run across the tarmac and boarded the trailer to find Indie white-eyed and dancing, tossing his nose in the air with a jangle of metal fittings and hammering of hooves, as if the ramp at his feet led directly to hell. But he calmed immediately when Elise took his sheepskin-wrapped travel halter in hand and murmured to him softly, running calming hands over his crest, along his topline, then down his legs, wrapped from the knee down in padded leather shipping boots. She pressed her face to his warm cheek, feeling his lashes tickle her forehead. His breathing slowed and a contented nicker rumbled from his center as he slid his velvet muzzle over her shoulder.

A clatter from above and Poppins appeared, almost rearing in excitement when she saw Elise. Finally, the fuzzy governess had backup. Long, black-tipped ears pricked, she hopped like a rabbit down the ramp, spun, and rocketed back up again. There are hay nets on this plane! And carrots! We will travel like royalty!

Elise took the side of Indie’s noseband, clucking softly, and that was that. Indie nickered and pawed the ramp before following his loved ones up and onto the aircraft, where he allowed himself to be led into the double stall next to Ronnie’s youngster, a bratty gray Oldenburg named Hellchild. At Indie’s side, Poppins let out a deep sigh of relief.

Now, the plane touched ground and roared to a stop so smoothly they might never have been in the air in the first place.

“Marriage is like a horse’s anatomy. The entire setup is fucked from the start.” Ronnie looked at Elise. “Excuse my French.”

“You practically raised me. I’m used to your French.”

“You’ve got this massive weight and muscular force coming down on tiny little sesamoid bones at the fetlock that can fracture with just the right pressure in just the right spot. And once that happens, it’s never the same. I watched my parents go through it. A few disagreements about money, someone says something unforgivable, and the rest of their lives they’re all, ‘Thank you, dear’ this and ‘Don’t you look nice tonight, darling’ that. Then he goes off to sleep in the guest bedroom with a glass of bourbon and she takes up with her astrologist.” Ronnie pulled out his phone and turned it on in hopes of a signal. “Anyway, let’s give your husband a pass on this one. Matt’s a good guy. Something about his eyes has always reminded me of your dad. I ever tell you that?”

Elise squinted at her coach. “It’s as if you go off on these tangents just so you can give Warren a plug at the end.”

“The man’s paid one hell of a price for what happened.”

“Can we change the subject?”

“It was that ridiculously fancy high school they sent you to.” He tried holding his phone in the air, shaking it like an Etch A Sketch. “ ’Course, McInnis Hall was what brought you to my stable.”

“Ronnie.”

“Fine.” He gave up on his phone and slid it back into his pocket. “At least you have your career.” As the plane taxied to the area where the horses would be led off, Ronnie offered her what remained of a roll of mints. When she waved them away, he popped a few into his mouth. “Or you had one until your performance today.”

Elise winced with regret. “That’s . . . thank you. Helpful.”

She had done trot transitions outside the ring, focused on the soft thud of Indie’s footfalls in the sand, the rhythmic squeak of saddle leather, the tinkling of the bridle’s curb chain.

What she’d planned to ride to was a lyric-less medley of songs from The Sound of Music. This was the safe choice. But it had been a bad year, and she’d been unable to decide whether safe was the right move. She had a deal with the sound technician and this moment was her last chance to make the switch to music that was decidedly . . . brazen.

Just then a garbled faraway voice on the loudspeaker announced, “Tamara Berlo-Chang on Mademoiselle Secretary, seventy-three point three nine.”

Anything over 73 was a dream score. Elise kept her eyes straight ahead as a roar of approval rose from Tamara’s camp, in the stands and in the aisle where her barn was stabled. Elise needed at least a 72 to get long-listed.

A crackle from the loudspeaker announced, “Next rider in the ring: Elise Sorenson on Independent Spirit.”

She looked up at the sound booth and held up two fingers.

Safe wasn’t going to get her to Rio.

Elise saluted and tipped her head neatly to cue her other music.

A tidy, cadenced trot took them to the center, where they stopped. Elise saluted the judges and waited for her music. Dark, thundering hip-hop filled the stadium. Indie exploded into the passage, a big, majestic trot so elevated that the ground became a trampoline.

The beat, the lyrics—the word fuck—polarized the crowd. Some were on their feet, cheering. Others were slack-mouthed and aghast. It wasn’t until she’d saluted the judges again and started out of the ring that Elise caught a flash of her coach, one hand clamped over his forehead, his Grange Road Farms cap pushed back in horror. As they exited, Ronnie fell in line beside the horse, took hold of the bridle to lead them out. “What. The living hell. Was that,” was all he’d said.

Now, he coughed, choking on his mouthful of mints. “If you’d run it past me beforehand, I’d have told you Elaine Ehrenworth was on the panel.”

“No way could she make out the lyrics.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen them withhold a score before.” When the coughing abated, he ate the last mint and crumpled the wrapper. “The good news is you won’t be beleaguered by parents wanting to pay you to coach their children. Or speak at any pony club events. You’ll be safe from annoying sponsors who want to fund your career.”

The plane came to a gentle stop, and the high-pitched whine of the engines cut to silence. Muffled snorts and stomps indicated the horses were aware this part of the journey was over. A perky member of the flight crew opened the door dividing man from beast, and the grooms mobilized. The bustle of dismantling hay nets and water buckets began in seconds.

“They can’t disqualify me.” Elise unbuckled herself. “Can they?”

“Judges are the gods we pray to; you know that.” Ronnie stood and stretched, his hands pressed against the ceiling, the letters on his ancient Rolling Stones T-shirt peeling and distorted. “They’ll do their thing—which is whatever the fuck they want. And we’ll do ours—suffer and survive it.” With that reassuring nugget, he disappeared into the business of humans moving horses.

Elise pulled out her phone and turned it on. She needed to connect with Gracie and Matt before they entered the Adirondacks, land of the spotty cell signal. She’d already decided she couldn’t wait until morning to see her family. She’d drive up that night. Shower, pack, and go. All around her, other phones started to ping and buzz with life.

She looked at her own and realized it had gone dead.

When had life gotten so complicated—or, more to the point—when had she? She used to be so relaxed and sure about her relationship. There wasn’t the constant measuring of each other like there was today. You just knew in those first few years. Matt was a sole practitioner struggling to land business and Elise was down to weekends and a few evenings in her admin job because riding was eating up more and more time. They were saving every spare cent, still hopeful that one dream client could fund the horse Elise needed, as yet another horse owner had pulled her ride out from under her because he was moving or had a niece who’d decided to stop playing cello and learn to canter.

But they were happy.

The walk-up they shared in Hoboken had hallways smelling of overcooked broccoli, windows leaking icy winter air, radiators drying the place so much they had to set out saucepans full of hot water or they’d get nosebleeds in the middle of the night. In July’s humidity, nothing was dry. Not the plaster ceilings, not the dishcloth hanging over the tap, not the Ivory bar in the soap dish. Even the remote control was warm and slick.

They never bothered to buy a television—they were bursting with love and lust for each other, so who the hell needed one? Besides, the androgynous hetero couple in the apartment to their left was just so fascinating. The two of them in their dark jeans and matching man shirts buttoned to the chin. Their tiny glasses and power strides. Their hipster magazine, Popeye, written in Japanese, that forever landed in Elise and Matt’s mailbox, was addressed to Jan van den Bas, and they couldn’t figure out which one was Jan.

Then childbirth brought out Is-Jan and Isn’t-Jan’s previously well-hidden and remarkably feral sexual personas. The baby—who may have been sporting teensy glasses of its own—Elise and Matt were never quick enough to catch a glimpse inside the stroller (a sleek chrome and black leather contraption). The infant couldn’t have been home two weeks when its parents launched into highly vocal, never-before-heard, early morning lovemaking. It became an event, one of the cornerstones of Elise and Matt’s week. They took to pouring themselves cups of coffee, sitting on the floor on their side of the wall, and taking bets on which one was in the lead. And then—after what turned out to be the last sexscapade—Matt made the mistake of cheering out loud when the sighs and groans went silent. Is-Jan and Isn’t-Jan had the last word: they switched rooms and put the newborn next to Matt and Elise. It wasn’t until the baby was weaned that either slept a full night again.

But even with the lack of rest . . . life was sweet. Elise had a little African violet plant on the windowsill in the kitchen, and a trough of red geraniums on the fire escape. She picked up mismatched vintage chairs for their table, painted them all the same sprightly turquoise for unity. They took an art class together at MoMA and hung their utterly devoid-of-talent paintings on the walls. Matt was thirty-eight—giddy that he’d finally found love. Elise was twenty-six. Dammit, they were happy. What it was about those days—she’d analyzed it many times—was that they were even. Money hadn’t factored into their lives that much yet, other than that they were saving it. It was just the two of them sitting on the fire escape, eating takeout curry, and talking about their dreams, assuring each other that, together, everything was possible.

Now, the plane bobbed with horses being led down the ramp. Several whinnies from impatient animals anxious for their turn to exit. Elise gathered up the sweatshirt she’d removed on the flight and the magazine that had fallen beneath her seat and started toward the front of the aircraft.

If only she could restart this day. Play the music she’d originally chosen for her event, will her flight to take off before she could get the news about Indie’s refusal to board. Having to drive north by herself, get to the cabin, and tell Matt that (a) she’d officially blown the entire year and (b) she’d possibly destroyed her reputation in the sport . . . she couldn’t bear to think what his reaction would be.

Ronnie appeared from the mouth of the plane to stare at her, phone in hand. His head shook from side to side, as if he were trying to clear an annoying song.

“What?” she said. “Did you hear from the judges? What’d they say?”

A pair of polo ponies being led toward the ramp rushed the aisle and got into a tussle for the lead. Ronnie and Elise moved out of the way as, nearby, another horse kicked a stall divider in excitement. The grooms shouted, the ponies were separated, and order was restored.

Ronnie took Elise’s shoulders and searched the plane’s walls and ceiling before focusing on her face. His words came out slowly. “Seventy-five point nine.”

“Wait. What?”

“You heard me.”

She blinked stupidly.

He pulled her into his peeling T-shirt and squeezed. “You’ve just become a contender for Rio, kid.”

Her face mashed into his chest, she let this sink in. Over the years, she’d done all the things one did when trying to achieve the barely achievable. She’d begged the universe. She’d drawn the Olympic rings on a scrap of paper and slept with it beneath her pillow. She’d imagined getting the phone call. It had been her dream ever since her mother died. Over twenty years to get to this moment, to have her name in any way connected to the Olympics.

He kissed her forehead and pushed her away. “Go see your family. Tell them it’s all been worth it. This is the news you’ve all been waiting for.”



– CHAPTER 4 –

Lake Placid, New York
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“Atmospheric and compulsively readable.”
—Christina Baker Kline, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Orphan Train









