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Disclaimer

The author and publisher are not responsible for the reader’s use of the information contained in this book.

Although the author and publisher have made every effort to ensure that the information in this book was correct at press time, the author and publisher do not assume and hereby disclaim any liability to any party for any loss, damage, or disruption caused by errors or omissions, whether such errors or omissions result from negligence, accident, or any other cause.

This book is not intended as a substitute for the medical advice of physicians. The reader should regularly consult a physician in matters relating to his/her health and particularly with respect to any symptoms that may require diagnosis or medical attention.

Until one has loved an animal, a part of one’s soul remains unawakened. 


- Anatole Franc
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After I finished The Jack Harper Trilogy and The Father Michael Trilogy, Jack’s wife Laura tilted her head to one side in that winsome way she does with her husband.

Her sapphire blue eyes looked at me and she said, “Any chance of my own trilogy?” Her voice was gentle but I could feel a soft reproach. Why did she have to ask me to write one? 

The fact is, I had immediately begun working on Riding Out the Return. But when it was written, I didn’t want to publish it without a clear idea of the direction the next two novels would take.

So, I put the book you now have in your hands or on your ereader to one side, while I wrote the Sinclair Island Romance series.

After publishing the first three books, I sent Laura’s novel to a friend to see whether she had any ideas for the sequels?

Luckily for me, the book triggered a ton of story lines and she told me I absolutely had to complete the trio.

Thanks to her, I now present Book One in The Laura Harper Trilogy and do hope you have fun spending time with Father Michael and the Harper family again.

God bless,

Hilary

Rubesca4@Gmail.com

Visit my website to download a free ebook: https://HilaryWalkerBooks.com
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Chapter One: Watching Jack
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Saturday, 29th July, early morning 

Hands cupped around her coffee mug, Laura Harper sat on the white wicker sofa on the porch and watched her husband Jack lead a new horse into the outdoor riding arena.

The big roan was a stronger build than usual. She knew very little about equines, even after months of being around them, but this gelding stood several inches taller than any animal she’d seen Jack handle.

Her heart still beat faster at the sight of the lean trainer, who towered ten inches above her 5’4” frame. His tousled blond hair contrasted sharply with her shoulder length black curls, and her deep sapphire eyes were at the other end of the spectrum from his baby blues, which made him look soft and vulnerable. Laura smiled. Combined with his native English accent – which he exaggerated to impress clients – those eyes were a huge part of his charm, but very misleading. Jack was far from soft or vulnerable.

Except now. 

He wasn’t going to mount the big roan because the staff had the day off. He’d agreed not to ride alone again, after she caught him on a horse that reared dangerously, when he had no help on the ground.

Jack’s head rider, Luca, had left last night. Together with his mother, Felicia their housekeeper, they were on ten days’ vacation and Laura was concerned. His other rider Frank was competent, but not good enough to get on the risky horses. And no way was she allowing their son Joe to help out.

Eighteen-year-old Joe was home on summer vacation, so technically his father wasn’t alone. But the kid was in no physical shape to help his father with a horse.  

The young man suffered the same disease as Jack, and was struggling to get over an ulcerative colitis flare. However, his bathroom visits didn’t wake her up as many times during the night as before. This was good news, and meant he was on the road to remission.

Absentmindedly, she ran a hand over her belly. She was three months’ pregnant – and this baby girl needed her father.

They’d discussed baby names, with Jack wanting ‘Catherine’ after his mother, and Laura wanting ‘Agneta’ after her mother. Jack pointed out that Agneta Catherine Harper would spell ‘ACH.’ Surely Laura, whose mother was German, wouldn’t want her grand-daughter’s initials to spell the Teutonic equivalent of ‘Oh!’

They finally agreed on Catherine Agneta Harper, with Laura insisting the baby would be called by her second name and Jack saying, “We’ll see.”

Whatever the outcome of the Great Name Debate, Laura was anxious that Jack not get hurt.  The vehemence of her concern surprised her. Jack was riding difficult horses when she met him, and she assumed he knew how to take care of himself. She encouraged Joe on his horse Duke, too, because he was an accomplished equestrian like his father.

So why worry about losing her husband now?

She watched him lead the big horse in circles before going through the entrance to the arena, and wondered what the issue was. Jack was holding a dressage whip in his left hand, so he must be expecting the animal to act up.

But he was walking next to his trainer in an obedient manner that didn’t suggest any faults of temper. Maybe the problems would become apparent once Jack was in the saddle?

Her husband was taking the gelding through the open gate into the arena, when the big roan suddenly pushed against him, trying to squash him against the post. The move was so quick that Laura wasn’t even sure it was deliberate. Had the horse shied at something she couldn’t see?

Jack must have anticipated it, because he darted out of range and smacked the animal’s flank with the whip. That suggested intent on the gelding’s part.

Was the big guy going to do it again?

Laura was perched on the edge of her seat, ready to run down the porch steps towards the arena if the horse tried it once more. She had no idea how to help, but wasn’t going to sit idly by while her husband got maimed.

Joe, Jack’s spitting image, came striding out of the barn. He’d seen it, too, and would be a lot more use to his father.

“Dad! You O.K.?” the teenager called, diving between the fence boards.

“Yes, son. But you’d better get out of here. Could you close the gate for me?”

Joe shut the barrier and leaned over the fence to observe – and, Laura hoped, ready to assist if necessary.

How could Jack remain so calm? It was a trait she admired enormously. He took nothing a horse did personally and immediately forgave bad behavior once it was over, with no trace of vengefulness. She’d been told it was one of the reasons he was such an outstanding trainer.

If only he’d refuse to take on dangerous horses! But he constantly reminded her that he’d built his reputation on successfully tackling cases other trainers wouldn’t. He was frequently the owners’ last resort. 

She often remarked to him how smart those other trainers were, but it didn’t change his mind and Laura prayed Jack Harper’s pride wouldn’t be his downfall.

As if nothing had happened, the horse resumed his place on Jack’s right.

Her husband was between the perimeter fence and the horse, and Laura noted how he stayed several feet away from it. Perhaps the animal had a habit of pinning people against it?

After five minutes of leading the gelding around in both directions, Jack said, “I think that’s enough for now. We’ll work on it again tomorrow.” He headed towards the arena exit. “Could you open the gate for me, please?”

“Sure thing, Dad.”

Joe unlatched and swung it open, and Laura smiled at the sight of horse and handler approaching the exit in total harmony with each other.

As the two were passing through the gap, Jack’s cell phone rang, distracting the trainer. The big gelding used that split second of inattention to crush him against the gate post. 

Jack let go of the lead rope and crumpled to the ground as the roan galloped down the drive.
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Saturday, July 29th

“Dad!” shrieked Joe, as his father struggled to rise to his feet, with the phone still ringing in his pocket.

Laura flew down the porch steps and across to her husband. Bending over him, she tried to yell, “Don’t get up! You’re hurt!” but all that came out was a useless rasp.

Joe heard her. “Mom’s right, Dad. Stay down.” 

Realizing he couldn’t move, Jack obeyed. Slumped against the gate post, head hanging and holding his sides, he whispered hoarsely, “Catch him, Joe!” 

Laura looked incredulously at him. Feeling her voice return, she pulled out her own phone and dialed 911. “The horse is unimportant. We must get you to hospital.”

Jack’s cell had stopped ringing and Laura wondered who the idiot was who’d caused this accident by calling at such a disastrous moment. 

The emergency operator answered. While Laura gave the details, she watched Joe walking down the drive to catch the horse and prayed the brute wouldn’t squash her son, too.

Whispering, Jack addressed her fears. “He only does it in confined areas.”

He groaned and she sat down next to him. “Where does it hurt?”

He looked up at her with a lopsided smile. “Everywhere!”

“The ambulance will be here very soon, darling. You’re going to be O.K.”

He nodded, wincing in pain. “This reminds me of when I fell off my pony and broke a leg. Do you know what my mother said?”

Puzzled, Laura said, “No.”

“‘Were you wearing your helmet?’”

Trust Jack to make light of a bad situation! Her heart went out to him for trying to make her feel better about this. 

Despite the July sun, the injured man was shivering. He was in shock.

“Wait there,” she said. “I’ll be back in a second.” 

She returned in three minutes with a horse blanket and lay it over him. 

She, too, had begun to shake. Dear God, please don’t let this be serious!

Joe had caught the horse and the two of them were coming up the drive. Laura could see a cut on the animal’s side and hoped Jack hadn’t noticed it.

What else could go wrong today?

Her question was answered by sirens wailing loudly in the lane which caused the roan to dance anxiously by Joe’s side. Forcing herself to keep her voice low, she begged him to get the animal into the barn.

“Don’t walk into the stall with him!” Jack croaked. “Throw the lead rope over his neck and let him go in by himself.”

Joe nodded. “Yessir.”

“Please be careful!” the mom in Laura couldn’t help saying as her son led the horse smartly towards the barn.

Jack was quickly becoming drowsy and Laura had trouble keeping his eyes open. But he woke up at the sound of the ambulances coming up their drive.

The paramedics were all efficiency, and Laura was happy to hand Jack over to their care. Joe had put the horse safely into his stall and now stood with an arm around his mother’s shoulder as they watched the emergency medical team put the patient on a gurney and into the back of the ambulance.

“Can I – we – come with you, please?” Laura asked.

“Perhaps you can drive separately?” suggested one of the medics. “Then you’ll have transport back home.” Laura figured he was tactfully keeping the upset wife out of the way, but what he said did make sense.

“Yes, yes, of course. We’ll do that.”

Joe said, “But, Mom, what about the horses?” as the ambulance set off down the drive.

How like his father! Just when she was cursing all horses, her son was worried about them. Out loud she said, “Call Mr. Bundy and see if he can come earlier today.”

Old Mr. Bundy ran a racing barn in his younger days and now his only contact with equines was helping out at Harpers’ Reunion on the weekends.

“I’ll get the car keys while you do that.”  Laura ran into the house where Katie and ’Flex, the two dogs, were barking. She tried to remember whether they’d been out recently, as Jack had asked her to keep them in while he attended to the roan. Normally they’d have been following him and Joe around the barn all morning. She made a mental note to add letting the dogs out to the list of Mr. Bundy’s tasks.

Should I pack some overnight things? It was hard to think straight. Oh, God, I can’t lose my husband a second time!

Laura and her first husband, David, were Joe’s adoptive parents. David had died in a car accident. She met Jack two years later, after a very lonely period during which her son had developed ulcerative colitis, partly through the stress of David’s death.

Jack had turned out to be Joe’s natural father; Laura couldn’t bear her son to lose him, too.

She splashed water over her face and dried it with a towel. Then she ran into the bedroom where she’d spent last night sleeping peacefully next to Jack, with no inkling of what today would bring. Hastily, she pulled out a few items of clothing, threw them into an overnight case, and grabbed some essential toiletries from the bathroom.

With an apology to the dogs, she exited the house and left the door unlocked for Mr. Bundy.

Joe was waiting for her at the foot of the porch steps, phone in hand and wearing an anxious expression.

At the sight of him, Laura worried, This is going to retrigger his symptoms! 

And what about Jack? Was this going to make him flare, too? He’d kept his UC under control for so long! 

Where are you, God? Why are You doing this to my family?

With a forced smile, she said to Joe, “Alright, darling, let’s go and see how Dad’s doing.” They hurried over to her black Expedition. “Did you get hold of Mr. Bundy?”

“Yep. He’s on his way and will stay till we get back.”

“That’s great.” She hurled her bag onto the back seat and got into the vehicle beside Joe. Once their seat belts were fastened, Laura started the engine and accelerated down the drive – then had to wait while the electronic gates opened before they could continue to the hospital.

“Joe, would you mind texting Mr. Bundy again and asking him to let the dogs out when he arrives? I’ve left the door unlocked.”

“Sure thing, Mom.”

Laura was keeping everything as matter-of-fact as possible. She’d not received a call from the medics to say Jack had died en route and he should have arrived a few minutes ago. Until she knew otherwise, she’d consider no news to be good news.

But her reasoning may be false. Jack may need the Last Rites, to use the sacrament’s old term. At the very least she should organize the Anointing of the Sick. Either way, a call to Father Michael was in order.

To save going via the laborious voice commands on the vehicle’s Bluetooth, she handed her cell to Joe and asked him to dial the priest’s number. The phone would then connect to the Expedition.

Joe did as she requested, looking at his mother with a scared expression. “Do you think it’s that serious, Mom?”

The ring tone was coming through the dashboard.

“It’s to help him recover faster with God’s help, darling, not for the other reason.” She couldn’t bring herself to say ‘in case Dad’s dying.’

Joe looked sullenly out of the window. “God doesn’t care.”

“Oh, Joe! That’s not true! We don’t know why this happened, but it will be for a good reason. You’ll see.” Right now, she wasn’t too convinced of it herself, but she couldn’t let Joe continue thinking that way.

“I know, I know, the usual Catholic cop-out.” He didn’t bother turning his head to address his mother.

Father Michael’s ring tone changed slightly and Laura heard it go to voice message.

Yet another blow. Now she’d have to hope there was another Catholic chaplain at the hospital; it was usually Father Michael. She left a message anyway. As a close friend of the family, he’d want to know what had happened.

Mother and son drove in difficult silence for a few minutes and Laura used the time to pray.

The sound of her Bluetooth startled her. 

It was Father Michael. Thank you, God!

“Father?’

“Laura, I’m so sorry to hear what happened. Are you at the hospital?”

“No, but I’ve heard nothing from the ambulance crew so I’m taking that as good news.”

“Definitely,” the priest replied. “Is Joe with you?”

“Yes, Father.”

“Good, I’m glad you’re together. I’m on my way and will see you shortly.”

“Thank you so much!” She wanted to add, ‘We need you!’ but settled for, “It will be good to have you there.”

“I’ll be there as soon as I can, Laura. Thank you for letting me know. Good bye and God bless.”

The mere act of looking forward to the kindly pastor’s presence immediately strengthened her. God was letting her know He hadn’t abandoned her family and would walk with them every step of the way, whatever the outcome.

Then panic rose. She’d forgotten to ask Father Michael if he had everything for the Last Rites – no, she meant the Anointing of the Sick. But she reasoned the clergyman would be prepared for all eventualities.

Quit that! Jack’s not going to die! And you have to stay strong for Joe.

You mean, like last time, when David died.

I told you to quit that! 

But what if he couldn’t ride horses again? That would kill him, too, only a lot more slowly.

David’s death had taught Laura to imagine the worst-case scenario and face it squarely. It enabled her to make plans for dealing with it. Once that was done, the future became less of a vague monster lurking in the shadows.

If I made it through the death of one husband, I can do it again.

But I wasn’t pregnant then! This is my first baby and I’ll have to raise her by myself – and keep working so the family can stay on the farm.

She’d already planned to take maternity leave of her manager’s job at a prestigious accounting firm in Annapolis. But she and Jack had been debating the possibility of her leaving altogether to become a full-time mother.

Having missed out on his son’s childhood, Jack was anxious to be present for his daughter’s. Working at home meant he would be around for the child, and that was a huge blessing.  Laura had also missed out by not being able to have children with David.

This was a second chance for them both and Jack wanted Laura to have the complete experience of motherhood.

How she’d enjoyed those talks about their future baby!

Now she had to accept the possibility of there being no ‘they’ anymore.

A loud Germanic voice sounded in her brain and she recognized her mother’s strong accent. ‘Don’t be pessimistisch, Laura! It doesn’t become you.’

Somehow, Agneta Brady was cutting into her daughter’s self-pity from across the Atlantic. That little lady never did have time for maudlin nonsense.

Thanks, Mutti! Laura sent back across the briny waves. I needed that.

She glanced over at Joe, hoping none of this had been out loud. But he was tapping into his phone, presumably telling his friends what had happened, and she hoped they would send condolences very quickly.

Joe needed help from somewhere, and her talking about God wasn’t cutting it
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Saturday. July 29th

Ten minutes later Laura arrived at the hospital and was disappointed not to see Father Michael’s red Lincoln in the carpark. But the poor man couldn’t be expected to spirit himself there faster than her. He, too, must stick to the speed limits.

She left the Expedition close to the emergency entrance and walked swiftly to the double doors with Joe still glued to his phone. Sorely tempted to yell at him to put it down, she collected herself enough to understand that each of them had their different ways of coping, and she must respect her son’s need to feel connected to his friends.

He at least remembered his manners enough to open the door for his mother.

They were quickly directed to the ward where Jack had been taken, yet Laura’s feet were reluctant to carry her there. All at once, she was back at the morgue being asked to identify David’s body.

“Mom?” Joe said. “Are you O.K.?”

“Yes, darling, I’m fine,” she cheerfully lied.

The two of them walked down the corridor and pushed a big red button to open the large door leading into the ward. 

Laura asked the nurse how Jack was, and she smiled. “He wants to tell you himself.”

That had to be good news! 

“Of course, the doctor will be round later to give his expert opinion.”

That didn’t sound nearly so good.

The uniformed woman accompanied them to Jack’s room. Laura was glad he wasn’t in a curtained cubicle; they would have some privacy here.

The first thing she noticed was her tall husband’s feet dangling over the edge of the bed, despite an effort to accommodate his height by pushing the pillows as far back as possible and propping him up slightly.

She ran to his side and gently took his right hand. His other arm was full of needles.

He grinned at her and she raised a prayer of thanks to God that her husband was still in the land of the living.

Jack saw her relief. “Where there’s life there’s hope,” he whispered. “Come here, Joe. It’s good to see you both.” He squeezed his wife’s hand then reached out to his son.

Joe looked as if he was holding back tears. The kid was as overwrought as herself and felt the same happiness that his beloved father had not died in that horse accident.

He pulled up a chair for his mother and Jack patted the bed. “Sit here, Joe. I may be too long for this bed, but one thing I’m not is too wide!” His voice was a little stronger.

Mother and son laughed and were joined by another chuckle in the doorway.

“I’d be the other way around!” said Father Michael’s familiar voice. He knocked unnecessarily on the door. “Permission to enter?”

“Only if you’ve brought me grapes and chocolates,” Jack rasped.

“I’ve done better than that. I’ve brought Jesus.”

Father Michael held up his black leather bag. Laura could tell Jack wanted to make a witty rejoinder but was painfully aware – in the literal and physical sense – that things could have turned out a lot worse. Cracking jokes was inappropriate.

“Thank you, Jesus!” he said and Laura hoped Our Lord wouldn’t take it amiss. This was Jack letting off steam.

“Your Lord and Savior is glad to be here. Now tell me what happened and where things stand with you now.”

Laura and Joe looked at Jack. She’d been afraid to ask and, she suspected, so had Joe, not wanting to ruin a warm family moment by discovering her husband was maimed.

Jack took Laura’s hand again, and she anxiously assumed this was a precursor to bad news. Her dark blue eyes penetrated his light blues, willing him to tell her he was going to be alright. Next to her she sensed Joe’s terror.

Father Michael stood at the foot of the bed, his white-haired head bowed and his hands folded in prayer over his stomach – still portly despite losing those ten pounds earlier in the month.

Jack told them he’d asked the doctors to let him break the news, rather than have them hear it impersonally from the medics. Laura steeled herself for the worst.

But he quickly said, “Oh, it’s not like that! I just don’t like the way they deliver news, that’s all.”

Laura’s sympathy was quickly replaced by frustration, but before she could register this aloud, her son blurted out, “Then what is wrong with you, Dad?”

“They did a CT scan as soon as I got here and I have a bruised spleen.” He squeezed Laura’s hand. “So, you see, there’s nothing to be worried about.”

“What exactly does that mean?” she asked, looking up at Father Michael, whose face held no expression at all.

“It means I’ll get better pretty fast. As long as ...”

“This doesn’t kick off a flare,” Laura finished for him.

He nodded. “But I’m going to be on intravenous fluids for a couple of days, which is as good as a water fast. That should take care of the inflammation in my body and stave off any potential problems.”

How can you be so sure? she wanted to yell, yet she knew he wasn’t sure. He was simply staying positive – as she needed to do.

Her voice remained steady. “That’s wonderful, Jack!”

“How long is ‘pretty fast’?” asked the perceptive priest.

“Faster than you’d think.”

“Dad!” his son cried.

He sighed. “I’m not trying to be difficult.” 

All three of his visitors rolled their eyes.

“O.K. maybe a little bit.” Laura caught his cheeky grin.  “I should feel a lot better in a couple of weeks.”

Laura reached forward to hug him but stopped in mid-air and sat back down. “I guess it’s a little early for embraces.”

“Yup. I’ll take a rain check on that.” He winked.

She tilted her head and shook her black curls with a mischievous smile. “You’re awfully pert for a man in your condition.”

“I’m glad you’re going to be O.K., Dad,” Joe cut in quietly.

Jack stretched out his hand. “Give me a gentle high-five, son. I’ll be back on my feet in no time.”

Joe’s flattened palm genteelly met his father’s and Laura was happy to see their son’s broad smile. It wasn’t often on display these days.

“By the way, Jack,” Father Michael said. “Who made the phone call that set off the horse? Did you ever find out?”

“Ah,” the trainer said.

All eyes turned in surprise to the heart monitor which suddenly beeped a great deal faster. 

Laura’s eyes switched back to her husband. “Ah, what?”
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Saturday, July 29th

Jack’s face reddened in deep contrast to his messy blond locks, and Father Michael gave a discreet cough.

“This sounds like a family matter,” he said, “and I’m sorry to have brought it up. Perhaps I should come back later?”

Laura raised an eyebrow, intended for her husband.

Avoiding a reply to either of them, he stretched his right arm towards the priest – with exaggerated feebleness, his wife thought. “Father, I would like the Anointing of the Sick before you go.”

Laura would have to wait until she and Jack were alone to find out more about that call. It was infuriating! She rose from her seat by Jack’s bed. “Joe, let’s leave them for a while.” She turned to Father Michael. “When should we come back?”

The pastor chuckled. “That depends on how long Jack needs to make a full confession.”

“I imagine a couple of hours should do it,” she replied. 

She gave Jack a penetrating glare, designed to make him feel uncomfortable for keeping secrets from her and was pleased to note the patient shift uneasily in his bed and look away.

“Try us in thirty minutes,” Father Michael suggested. He turned to Jack. “It’s not that long since your last confession, and I doubt you have a whole lot on your conscience, do you?”

“No, I don’t,” declared the trainer stoutly.

“If you say so,” Laura said lightly.

She exited the room with Joe and closed the door softly behind her.

Laura suggested they wait in the hospital café. There might be something Joe could munch on, and she could get a cup of coffee.

It turned out there wasn’t anything Joe could safely eat, so they got mineral water for him and hospital grade coffee for her, then sat down on hard metal chairs around a hard metal table that screamed sanitization and cleanliness.

“Mom,” Joe asked, “why are you so mad at Dad? He’s just had a horrible accident and now we know he’s going to be O.K., you’re angry with him. I don’t get it.”

Laura felt sudden guilt for being so obvious about her feelings. Her son was right to be confused: it was a contradiction. And also unchristian of her to behave like that; she wasn’t setting Joe a good example.

She always strived to be fair towards Joe, which included apologizing when necessary.

“I’m really sorry, darling. It’s partly a reaction to finding out that Dad isn’t badly hurt. Kind of a knee-jerk response, I guess. I’m mad at that caller, even though they don’t know what they did and it certainly wasn’t on purpose.

“But you’re right, it’s not fair to do that to Dad. It’s not his fault that someone phoned him at the wrong moment.”

A slow grin came over Joe’s face. “I’d like to know who it was, too. But why does Dad look so embarrassed about it?”

Laura thought fast. “I guess he doesn’t want us to blame whoever it was. It’s probably someone we know.” It was a reasonable reply and she hoped it would satisfy Joe.

My eye! Something’s going on and I need to find out what.

She changed the subject. “Didn’t you start riding Duke again this past week?” 

Her son’s horse had recently come back into work after a strained suspensory and six weeks’ rest.

“Yeah, I did.” His face showed his surprise at her knowing about that. She felt another pang of guilt, this time over her lack of involvement in this side of her son’s life.

“Wasn’t it the 26th? That was Wednesday. How’s it going?”

“Not bad, but it’s kinda boring right now, ’cos I can only walk him for twenty minutes a day. But after a couple of weeks I can do more.”

What she really wanted to find out was how her son’s relationship with Lucy Young was coming along. The vivacious young lady’s brother had ulcerative colitis; she thoroughly understood the disease and wasn’t put off by Joe’s situation.

Lucy had brought a ray of hope into his life and was an invaluable source of support. She came from a deeply Christian family, although Laura wished they were Catholic! Yet, since Joe professed not to believe in God, his closeness to a God-fearing girl was very welcome, regardless of her religion.

But asking him about Lucy would be prying; she had to wait for him to broach the topic, not the other way around.

The next thirty minutes went fast, with Joe telling her his plans for Duke and his hope that one day he would follow in his father’s footsteps.

The conversation came to a natural lull and Laura looked at her watch. “I think it’s safe to go back now.”

They entered the room to find Father Michael and Jack deep in conversation about horses. The priest had been a keen rider in his previous life, and enjoyed living vicariously through Jack’s adventures. He was frequently involved in them himself.

The pastor rose from his seat. “Hi, there! It didn’t take as long as we expected.”

“My soul is a pure, clean slate again.” Jack beamed at his family with an innocent expression.

Laura walked over and took her husband’s hand. “I wish I could say the same about mine.”

Jack smiled up at her. “No hard feelings.”

Laura wanted to cry. He was always so quick to forgive!

Father Michael turned to Joe. “Young man, you and I haven’t had a chance to catch up with each other. What do you say to coming with me and leaving your parents to chat for a while?”

Laura saw irritation cross her son’s face, then change as the penny dropped. “Sure thing, Father.”

They left and Laura looked at Jack.

“You’re not going to like this,” he said.

She sucked in her breath and braced herself for bad news. “I didn’t expect to.” 

Her husband absentmindedly fingered the ring on her wedding finger. “Remember how I told you Penny used to call me once a year?”

“Yes.” If the monitor had been attached to Laura, it would be going nuts now. For she sensed the threat of imminent danger and her heart was racing. “I thought that had stopped?”

“I assumed it would, too. But she left a message and said she’d be in touch again soon.”

“Oh, Jack! What did she say?”

“That she’s broken up with her boyfriend and it’s got her thinking about our son.”

Laura’s shoulders slumped and tears pricked at the corners of her eyes.

Penny was Joe’s birth mother back in England, who had become pregnant at university when in a relationship with Jack. He told her to get rid of the baby and left the country for good, but Penny had decided to go to full term and gave their son up for adoption.

As far as Jack and Laura knew, Penny had no idea that Jack was reunited with his son, and the couple wanted to keep it that way. Penny had visited Jack and met Joe, without knowing who he was, and the teenager didn’t like her at all. 

After that trip, Jack was determined to keep Penny out of Joe’s life. Until today it looked as if he had succeeded. She was dating a good Christian man and anxious to hide from him the fact that she’d had a son out of wedlock and given him up to strangers.

“Did she say anything else?” Laura had a feeling that wasn’t all.

Jack inhaled deeply. “She wants me to help her locate him.”

Laura looked up sharply. “What! Why?” 

Yet she had a good idea why. The woman had hoped to rekindle her romance with Jack during her visit last year and was sorely put out at Laura’s presence on the farm. Even though Jack and Laura themselves had not fully understood their powerful, mutual attraction, Penny had sensed it immediately.

And now that her relationship with James Fingle was over, Penny was out to get revenge on the Harper couple. Laura recognized her type; she couldn’t bear others to be happy when she wasn’t. 

But Laura didn’t dare say anything to her husband. It sounded mean and petty. Penny was in distress right now and was, after all, Joe’s real mother.

But was she? She’d given up her claims to him, and Laura had raised him from an infant. Should she feel guilty? 

“What does she expect you to do? She gave him up in a closed adoption and has no right to contact him. Even so, the first place for her to try and trace him is the agency. Why would she think you might know anything?”

Jack gave her a quizzical look.

Laura frowned. “You don’t think she suspects that you do know where he is?”

He grimaced. “She had her suspicions about Joe when she was over here and only kept them to herself because she didn’t want James to know anything.”

“And with her prospects of marrying him gone, she’s going to pursue this.” Out of spite, Laura thought again.

Jack nodded.

“So, what do we do?” Laura asked.

“For now, I’m going to ignore her and concentrate on recovering.”

“Agreed. It’ll buy us time to figure out how to deal with this.”

Jack sighed. “Because we both know she’s not going to go away.”
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Chapter Five: Diagnosis & Prognosis
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Saturday, July 29th

Father Michael and Joe returned to the room just as the doctor was making his rounds.

“You’re a popular man, Mr. Harper!” he remarked.

Jack shrugged his shoulders. “What can I say?” 

“And modest, I see,” the white-robed man observed.

“When can I go home?” Jack asked anxiously.

“Tomorrow at the earliest. We don’t think you’ll have any other complications, but we’d like to make sure before releasing you. I understand you’re a horse trainer?”

Jack nodded.

“Well, you won’t be riding any horses for a few weeks. You need to let your spleen heal properly, otherwise you will have further problems.”

Laura looked meaningfully at her husband.

He made a face. “How long is ‘a few weeks’?”

“I’d like you to visit your GP in fourteen days for a check-up. If all is well, then he or she may let you start back slowly within two weeks of that.”

“You’re talking a whole month!” Jack sounded incredulous. “My entire business depends on my being able to ride, doctor.”

The medic ignored him. “I think you’ll find that your – er – prevailing condition may come into play as well.”

“If you mean my ulcerative colitis, I can take care of that side of things.”

“I’m not suggesting you can’t, I’m merely pointing out that you might experience a setback. Just be prepared, that’s all.”

A flare would be a bitter blow, coming on top of the accident and the threat from Penny. Jack bit his upper lip and Laura knew he was thinking the same thing.

It made her wish she could help with the horses. But even if she were more involved, this pregnancy – in her late thirties – made it unadvisable for her to be around even the milder of Jack’s equine cases.

Just when Jack needed her most, she suddenly felt a burden to him, and the joy of her condition vanished. 

She could already hear Penny using this pregnancy against her: ‘You have your own child now, you don’t need mine’.

Stop it! You’ve got to be strong for Jack and the baby or you really will be useless to both of them.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Harper,” the doctor was saying, “I’m simply looking out for your best interests.  You don’t want to end up back here again any time soon.” 

“Since you mention my best interests,” said Jack, “I have to be very careful what I eat. Which means I can’t have hospital food.” Laura detected a note of triumph in his voice. 

Yet he was right. Everyone hated hospital food, but Jack had a legitimate reason to avoid it.

“Do you prefer to fast while you’re in here?” 

“If that’s the only alternative to flaring, then yes.” Jack looked at Laura. “But I’m hoping to prevail upon my lovely wife to bring in acceptable edibles.”

His lovely wife smiled. “I’m happy to bring in his meals, Doctor, if it’s not inconvenient.”

“Alright. I’ll tell the staff that you’re providing his food.” He turned to Jack. “And I’ll ask them not to bring you anything other than water. You can drink water?” 

The man’s sarcasm annoyed Laura. People who didn’t understand her husband’s disease were inclined to treat it as a psychosomatic disorder, but if they themselves were to experience a full-blown flare they’d quickly change their minds.

“Absolutely, as long as it doesn’t contain any lead,” Jack countered smoothly.

“I’ll tell them to hold the lead.” The man’s lip curled slightly. “In the meantime, take it slowly and absolutely no riding.”

“Thank you for your advice,” the patient said insincerely.

With a weak smile, the doctor shook his hand and with a nod to the others left the room, closing the door behind him.

“Idiot!” Jack said through clenched teeth.

“Darling, I do think we ought to listen to him.”

“He’s not the one who has to sit around doing nothing when he should be attending to his business.”

Laura wondered anxiously, O Lord, how can I help him get through this? It isn’t going to be easy! She’d never spent time with an incapacitated Jack and wasn’t looking forward to it.

In the corner of the room Joe had been fingering his phone, escaping into his virtual world.  He now stepped towards the bed. “Dad, I can help out. School doesn’t start again until after you’re better.”

His father’s expression softened. “Thank you, son.” He beckoned with his left arm and Laura rose to make room for Joe on the chair by his father. 

“Here I am,” Jack said, “feeling sorry for myself, when I’ve got the perfect helper right in front of my nose. I have nothing to worry about: between you, Frank and Luca, when he gets back from vacation, you’ll run the business just fine.”

Laura wanted to scream. I don’t want Joe getting on those dangerous horses! And he’s still really sick, how can you possibly ask him to help?

But her son’s face had transformed from that of a truculent kid who didn’t want to be there into that of a young man proud at being asked to step into his father’s shoes. 

Her heart wanted to burst. Was this why God let Jack get hurt?

As if reading her thoughts, Father Michael stepped to the other side of the bed, by the stand holding the drip that fed into Jack’s left arm. “Let’s ask God to watch over the three of you during the challenging days ahead.”

Bless him, he knew how difficult an idle Jack was going to be!

The four of them bowed their heads and Laura glanced sideways to see how Joe was taking this. But he deferentially folded his hands in prayer like his priest and parents, and said “Amen” at the end.

She smiled as it occurred to her that this situation could be the making of him. 

Father Michael then counseled Jack to stay away from riding until he’d been cleared by the doctors. “If you don’t, you’ll end up having to make another confession sooner than you like.”

“It’ll be worth it just to spend more time with you, Father.”

The priest wagged a forefinger at him. “I’m serious, Jack. I don’t want to be administering the Last Rites instead of the Anointing of the Sick.”

“They’re the same sacrament!” Jack retorted.

“You know perfectly well what I mean.”

“Jack, listen to him!” Laura pleaded.

The injured man rolled his eyes. “O.K.! O.K.! I give in!”

“Do you mean that, Dad?” Joe asked.

Jack took his hand. “Son, I’ll do as the doctor says.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

Joe was exerting a positive influence, Laura noticed.

“Time for me to go,” said Father Michael.

Jack couldn’t resist gloating over his cast iron excuse not to go Mass the next day, which was Sunday. To which his pastor replied, “Don’t worry, I’ll visit you with the Eucharist and read you a copy of my sermon.”

His injured parishioner groaned.

“You just admitted to enjoying my company,” the priest remarked.

“Don’t you have a flock to tend to?” Jack said tersely.

“Indeed, I do. See you tomorrow.”

After Father Michael left, Joe said it was time he and his mother got back to the farm to tend to the horses. Laura and Jack exchanged smiles. Their son was already taking his duties seriously.

She kissed her husband. “I love you, Jack Harper, and I’ll be back with some lunch for you.”

“I love you, too, Mrs. Harper and look forward to real food.” He returned her kiss.

Joe gave his father a grown-up hand shake. “See you later, Dad. Don’t worry about anything. Just get better.”

Jack grinned broadly. “Will do!”

On the way out of the building it seemed natural for Laura to hand her son the keys to the Expedition. While he drove back to the farm, she sensed a change in him and realized he’d not been to the bathroom the entire time they were at the hospital. 

Maybe not everything was a disaster.

The wrought iron gates of Harpers’ Reunion swung open at the approach of the SUV. It felt wrong to be returning without Jack. This farm was his domain, he’d built it and things were only right when he was here.

Nothing was permanent, she knew, but his accident brought home the truth that we never know what’s coming next or when we might lose our loved ones. She offered another prayer of thanksgiving that Jack’s injuries were not worse and that he would soon be home. Yet she reminded God, Lord, I’m going to need your help dealing with him while he can’t ride! 

Joe parked in front of the house and Laura was glad to see Mr. Bundy’s old pick-up by the arena. Her son wouldn’t be handling the horse chores alone.

Joe handed her the keys. “I’ll be at the barn, if you need me.”

“I’ll prepare some meals for Dad,” she said, “then go back to the hospital in about an hour.” 

“Do you mind if I stay here?”

“I think your dad would be much happier knowing you’re taking care of the horses.”

Laura walked into Jack’s hospital room around noon, bearing aluminum-wrapped containers of food with her husband’s next three meals.

His eyes lit up at her entrance. “You’re a sight for sore eyes!”

“Only because I’m bringing food.”

“I admit I’d have been very disappointed if you hadn’t. But lying around in here is dead boring, and I’d have been glad to see you regardless.”

“I’m flattered. How are you feeling? Did you get any sleep?”

“A little. How are things at home?”

By ‘at home’ she knew he meant ‘with the horses.’ 

“Joe got stuck in as soon as we returned and Mr. Bundy was already there.”

“That’s great.” With a wince, he pulled himself up higher in the bed. “What’s for lunch?”  

Pretending not to notice his pain, she took the cover off one of the still warm containers and placed it on the bed. From her purse she pulled out a knife and fork wrapped in a large paper napkin.

“This looks wonderful!” he said, “Thank you!”

With Jack and Joe’s diets so restricted, Felicia, their housekeeper showed great ingenuity by presenting the same food choices in many different ways. Before that good lady left on vacation, she prepared and froze food for them, and each of the three dishes Laura had brought was a variation of the same few vegetables and meats.

It was sweet of Jack to pretend he was happy with his usual fare. It must be difficult not to enjoy whatever he liked. But he wasn’t a food addict. He ate to live rather than the other way around and that must make life more bearable.

While he was eating, she asked, “Is there anything I could do to help with the horses while you’re out of action? I know I haven’t spent a lot of time at the barn, but I really would like to be of use.”

He grinned at her. “How do you feel about horse poop?”
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Chapter Six: Close Encounters of the Equine Kind
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Saturday, July 29th afternoon

Not long afterwards, Laura drove past the rearing horse fountain in front of their ranch-style house, parked her black SUV and walked inside.

Katie the Golden Retriever and ’Flex the Border Collie mix must already be ‘helping’ Joe and Mr. Bundy, for they didn’t greet her.

Rummaging through her casual clothes, she found a pair of very old jeans and a T-shirt that had seen better days. She drew her black curls into a blue scrunchie and placed a tattered baseball cap on her head. Then she pulled on the battered hiking boots, not worn since David’s death, and thought back to the days before his fatal accident and the onset of Joe’s ulcerative colitis.

Her two husbands were so different! 

David’s twin passions had been riding bikes and trekking through the mountains, safer occupations than Jack’s. Despite that, he was gone, and by some miracle Jack wasn’t.

Shaking her head free of these maudlin thoughts, she grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and made her way to the barn.

Joe was throwing bales out of the hayloft opening above the entrance. She sidestepped just in time to avoid being hit by one.

Her son leaned out. “Wow, Mom, sorry! I didn’t expect to see you here. How’s Dad?”

Laura looked up, hands shielding her eyes from the midday sun. “Happy to be alive, keen to get out of hospital and not at all pleased to be kept away from riding.”

“I’ve just gotta show him it’s all under control,” replied Joe, “so he doesn’t sweat about it.”

“You and I both, darling.  I was dumb enough to volunteer my services, so he’s given me a job at the barn, too.” She indicated her clothing. “That’s why I’m dressed like this.”

Joe grinned. “You’ll fit right in. What did he ask you to do?”

“Clean tack. Not sure what that entails, but could you please show me?”

Her son chuckled. “He picked a good one. It’s not difficult, but it takes time. It’ll sure help Mr. Bundy and me if you take that over. I’ll come down and meet you in the aisle.”

“Finish what you’re doing, Joe, I don’t want to interrupt.”

“No problem. I can get back to this afterwards.”

Joe climbed down the loft stairs. He took his mother into the tack room and she was thankful to see this task wouldn’t involve poop after all.

A combined odor of leather and horse sweat emanated from the long rows of saddles and bridles hanging on two walls – smells she associated with Jack. Her domain was accounting – working indoors with inanimate computers and calculators. In here, she was intruding on her husband’s turf. 

She’d ridden a few times when she and Jack were becoming acquainted, but horses had always been Jack’s means of bonding with his son, not with her. 

Now she was joining their world, at least until her husband was back on his feet, and it was as if she’d been admitted into a secret area of her menfolk’s lives. Jack often asked her if she’d like to ride with them and she regretted not having taken him up on it, as the coming baby made it unwise for her to get on a horse until after their daughter was born.

“Mom?” Joe said. “You O.K.?”

Laura laughed. “Yes, sweetheart, absolutely fine. It’s been such a long time since I came in here and so different from what I’m used to.”

“I bet it’s way more comfortable than where you work.”

She nodded. The scuffed leather armchairs were far cozier than the ‘ergonomic’ contraptions at her Annapolis office. “Do I sit in one of these?”

“Unless you prefer to sit on a tack chest in the aisle,” said her son.

“Is that what you do?”

“Depends on the weather. When it’s cold we’re in here, ‘cos it’s heated. But in the summer, we’re in the aisleway with the overhead fans on and a through breeze.”

“And to keep an eye on the horses, I imagine?”

Joe grinned. “Yeah, I guess that has a lot to do with it.”

“Show me what I need to do, and I’ll figure out the most comfortable place.”

“Sure thing, I’ll give you a demo.”

First her son placed an old towel from the wash stand on the battered wooden coffee table, then he took a bridle down from its hook and started to dismantle it, explaining the names of all the parts as he put them on the towel: headpiece, throat latch, cheek pieces, cavesson noseband, flash noseband, reins and bit. 

Laura tried to absorb the information from her seat in one of the leather armchairs. “Do I need to know all these names in order to clean them?” She tried to be tactful.

Joe looked up at her. “I guess it’s not super important, but it will make it easier for you to put the bridle back together.”

“You mean, I’ve got to reconstruct this?” The thought dismayed her.

Joe grinned. “Yeah, that’s part of the deal.”

She sucked in her breath. “O.K. if this is going to help Dad. Here goes nothing!”

Over the next half hour Joe helped her remember the names and demonstrated how to reassemble the bridle. She then dismantled the still dirty tack and was shown how to clean the sweat laden leather with her nails and a wet cloth, then apply saddle soap to soften and protect it.

This was a steep learning curve for her, but she reasoned that if she could pass the CPA exams, surely, she could put a bridle back together. 

“I’m proud of you, Mom. I know this isn’t your thing. It’s super impressive you’re doing it.”

“Thanks, Joe, I appreciate that.”

He left her and while she toiled away, cleaning one bridle after the other, she heard sounds of activity through the open tack room door.  Mr. Bundy came in to make a cup of coffee, and chatted briefly while it brewed.

“Found your calling, I see, Mrs. Harper,” he joked.

Smiling, she drew a lathered hand across her forehead. “It’s hard to know which I prefer, Mr. Bundy – working in the office or sitting here with all this leather.”

He grinned. “You planning to stay home when your little one’s born?”

From a younger person this question would have sounded impertinent, but from an old man like Mr. Bundy, it seemed a natural inquiry. 

“Mr. Jack and I are still deciding what to do.”

He stirred some milk into his coffee and winked. “I guess it’ll all depend on how much you enjoy tack cleaning.” 

“I imagine that will play a big role.” 

“Wait till you get around to the saddles. You won’t be able to tear yourself away!”

She grimaced. “We’ll see.” 

“Well, I’d better get on. Nice talking to you, Mrs. Harper.” 

“Likewise.”

He left the room.

Saddles? Joe hadn’t mentioned those. Probably because he didn’t want to overwhelm her on day one. She still had a ton of bridles to get through!

Yet she found the work oddly soothing. There was something satisfying about the transformation from stiff and sweaty to clean and supple leather. And she was pleased to have learned a new skill which actively helped her family in a time of crisis. It made her feel less useless in her pregnancy and closer to Jack and Joe.

She pondered Mr. Bundy’s question regarding her plans after Catherine Agneta was born. Assuming Jack returned to work, did she want to continue leading a separate life in Annapolis or become an active member on the farm?

Her job as accounting manager gave her a cherished identity of her own. Yet was it selfish to hang onto that? Or was she right to keep her job so she could support her family if things went wrong with the horse business?

Mulling this over, she used her thumb nail to scratch off a tenacious clump of sweat and saliva from the flash noseband of her third bridle. She heard the pitter patter of light hooves approaching and Joe’s voice calling down the aisle saying, “Whoa, Tina!” accompanied by quick, heavier hoof beats on the rubber matting approaching the tack room.

Before she had time to get up and see what was happening, a little horse head poked through the doorway and the bay colt they had recently named Matchless Valor walked in.

The foal’s steps were bold at first. His nose was leading him straight to the bowl of sugar on the counter by the coffee machine. 

Laura gently placed the grubby noseband on the towel next to her, trying not to draw attention to herself. But the little horse caught the movement. He halted and turned his delicately sculpted head towards her, stretching his neck with nostrils wide, taking in the unfamiliar smells.

His elegant beauty fascinated her.

Set on either side of a feathery forelock, his dark ears pointed pertly in her direction.  His perfect little brown body was supported by long black legs, with a short fluffy tail and a mane of gossamer strands – not at all like the manes and tails on mature horses. A white sock came halfway up to his right hock and a little white snip rested in the middle of his black muzzle.

The colt’s attention locked onto her and she lost herself in the innocent gentleness of his dark brown eyes for what seemed an age, but was really a split second.

Until now, Laura had been skeptical that a horse could affect a human, despite several instances of it with visitors to the farm. But she hadn’t experienced it first-hand. Now she felt a tingling up and down her spine at this exchange with the pretty little animal and suddenly understood what happens when a person and a horse connect.

“Mom! Watch out!” Joe yelled as the dam walked in after her foal.

The mare whinnied and the spell was over.

Her suddenly insecure son pushed the vacant leather armchair aside as he turned and sought to suckle. The petite chestnut stood still for him to latch on, right there in the room. Thinking of her own upcoming motherhood, Laura was moved by this sweet intimacy between mare and foal. 

“Mom!” Joe repeated anxiously from the doorway, “Are you O.K.?”

“I’m fine, darling, don’t worry!”

“I’m going to catch the baby when he comes up for air, so stand back. I’m not sure what his dam will do.”

“O.K.!”

She decided her best course of action was to stay put and not upset either horse. One thing she could do was capture this on camera. She whisked the cell phone out of her purse to video the baby horse nursing from his mother in the tack room.

Jack didn’t need to see this footage – at least not in the near future – but it would make a good story when he was fully recovered.

And Laura wanted this reminder of her unexpected connection with the foal, a precious moment to treasure and process in private. 
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Chapter Seven: Don’t Tell Dad
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Sunday, July 30th 

Once Joe and Mr. Bundy had retrieved the mare and her colt and turned them out for the night, Joe came back into the tack room, where Laura was still cleaning bridles.

She guessed what he was thinking. “Don’t worry, I don’t want Dad to know either!”

“Thanks, Mom. He’ll freak out and never leave me in charge again.”

“We don’t want to upset him. I’m glad the dogs didn’t get involved in this.”

“Robert’s mom dropped him off a while ago and he’s playing with them on the other side of the house.”

“That was lucky!”

“Sure was!” Joe grinned. “How do you like cleaning tack?”

“I can see why you were happy for me to take over this job.”

“It’s more fun when we all do it together.” His face dropped.

“Hey, Dad’ll be back in no time. And he can still clean tack even if he can’t ride.”

Joe’s smile returned. “That’s gonna be kind of interesting, if I’m riding and he can only do the boring stuff.”

Laura hesitated before posing her next question, which was on a touchy subject. “How are you doing?” He knew she was referring to his ulcerative colitis flare, which had been going on for several weeks now. She’d refrained from asking him daily about his symptoms, but as they seemed to be improving perhaps Joe wouldn’t mind letting her know.

“Feels
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