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The Book Idea

The driving ideas for this book came from two readers.

One said she wanted to know more about the Cuddie Pearls, which gave me free rein to spend more time with the beautiful horses that roam on the little island near Sinclair Island.

The other reader was looking for a different romantic story arc from my previous ones, in which the hero has faith, not the heroine. 

Thus you can see, I’m very influenced by reader feedback! 😊 

The Heroine

Rachel Bellamy is a rather unusual kind of heroine, but I hope you’ll warm to her and find yourself rooting for her as she progresses throughout the story.

Only after completing the novel, did I realize that it is far longer than previous Sinclair Island Romances. Perhaps this heroine needs longer than my previous heroes to see the light?

––––––––
[image: image]


Wild Horse Behavior

A lot of research has gone into how horses naturally behave in the wild. Originally it was thought the alpha stallion led the herd everywhere. Then it was concluded that he defends his mares from behind, while a boss mare dictates where they roam.

More recently, it’s been determined that things operate a little differently, and that is the thinking I’ve adopted with the Cuddie Pearls.

You’ll find my resources at the end of the book if you’d like to read more. 

And now, I hope you enjoy Rachel’s Risk.

God bless,

Hilary Walker

Rubesca4@Gmail.com

https://HilaryWalkerBooks.com
CONTENTS

Introduction

Chapter One: The Pearls Beckon

Chapter Two: Cuddie Island

Chapter Three: Cuddie Chapel

Chapter Four: The Cuddie Pearls

Chapter Five: Getting to Work

Chapter Six: Sunday Meeting

Chapter Seven: A Dinner Invitation

Chapter Eight: An Interesting Conversation

Chapter Nine:  Princess Peggy

Chapter Ten:  Cuddie Island

Chapter Eleven: The Visit

Chapter Twelve: The Squall & the Yearling

Chapter Thirteen: Winds of Change

Chapter Fourteen: The Coast Guard

Chapter Fifteen: The Rescue

Chapter Sixteen: The Pearls Arrive on Sinclair Island

Chapter Seventeen: Hatching a Plan

Chapter Eighteen: A Surprising Development

Chapter Nineteen: The Rescue Attempt

Chapter Twenty: A Decision

Chapter Twenty-One: On the Dock

Chapter Twenty-Two: Rapprochement

Chapter Twenty-Three: Breakfast

Chapter Twenty-Four: A Stallion’s Future

Chapter Twenty-Five: Time Alone

Chapter Twenty-Six: Dinner Preparations

Chapter Twenty-Seven: Dinner for Two

Chapter Twenty-Eight: Writing & Trysting

Chapter Twenty-Nine: The Calm Before the Storm

Chapter Thirty: The Pearls Return & Realization Dawns

Chapter Thirty-One: Diagnosis

Chapter Thirty-Two: The Truth Will Out

Chapter Thirty-Three: A Special Pearl

Chapter Thirty-Four: Road Trip

Chapter Thirty-Five: Mrs. Clitheroe

Chapter Thirty-Six: Risk

Chapter Thirty-Seven: Pondering & Worrying

Chapter Thirty-Eight: In Need of Comfort

Chapter Thirty-Nine: The Healing Begins

Chapter Forty: Challenges for Rachel

Chapter Forty-One: Comfort Zones

Chapter Forty-Two: An Upset

Chapter Forty-Three: Agony

Chapter Forty-Four: The Dark Night

Chapter Forty-Five: Sunday Church

Chapter Forty-Six: The County

Chapter Forty-Seven: The Big Day

Chapter Forty-Eight: Christmas Day

Resources on Wild Horses

About the Author

Acknowledgements

Discover Other Books by Hilary Walker

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter One: The Pearls Beckon
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Friday, 3rd September, late afternoon

With the thrill of a pioneer pushing into new territory, Rachel Bellamy drove her VW Beetle off The Diamond Packet ferry and onto Sinclair Island, her home for the next three months.

Following directions, she navigated the short distance to Diamond Town central square and parked outside The Coastal Café. 

Max Temples, co-author of the book that inspired this adventure, had arranged to meet her here. Newly married and now living in his wife’s house, Max was happy to rent out his condo to the enthusiastic reader of The Pearls of Cuddie Island.

“I’ll be waiting outside the café,” he’d told her, “and there are no other Beetles on the island, so I’ll know it’s you.”

Turning into the last available space, Rachel misjudged the tight angle and cringed on hearing her front tire squeal in protest as it rubbed against the curb. 

The older man standing in front of the café was polite enough to pretend he hadn’t noticed, for which she was grateful. 

She backed out and realigned the vehicle.

As she emerged from her car, the discreet man moved towards her, hand extended in greeting. But Max’s online photo made him look far younger. This gentleman was at least ten years her senior, although he stood very erect, without the usual old person’s stoop.

“Hello,” he said, with a welcoming smile, “you must be Mrs. Bellamy. Welcome to Sinclair Island. I’m Gordon Temples, Max’s father.” His grip was firm. 

She looked into his grey-blue eyes, accentuated by dark brows, and saw the family resemblance. “Thank you for not commenting on my terrible parking.”

“What terrible parking?” He winked. “I like your car. A convertible is perfect for island living.”

“It’s a lot of fun. Please, call me Rachel. I’m excited to meet one of the authors of The Pearls of Cuddie Island.”

“And I’m pleased to meet a fan of our book. Max sends his apologies. He allegedly has business to attend to, but between you and me, I think he wanted me to be the first to meet someone who’s actually read our modest tome.”

She frowned. “I can’t possibly be the only one, Mr. Temples. It’s a fantastic book!”

“The name’s Gordon – and your flattery has earned you a coffee. We can chat about tomorrow’s trip to Cuddie Island, unless you’d rather drop your things off at the condo first?”

Her reason for coming to Sinclair Island was to visit its tiny neighbor, Cuddie Island and meet the Pearls, the wild and beautiful palomino horses that roamed freely over the isle. There were no homes, only the lighthouse, where Rachel harbored hopes of staying. But Max had told her to see the remote island first and then they’d talk about it.

“I’d love a coffee,” she told Gordon. “I bought one on the crossing, but – ” Her voice trailed off. 

He chuckled. “No need to explain. We locals know the stuff on the ferry is awful. We won’t touch it.” He pointed at the café behind them. “Shall we?”

Five minutes ago, Rachel was tired and anxious to settle into her temporary home. But with new energy she sat at a table with Gordon Temples on the back deck of the café, shielded from the sun by a blue and white striped awning.

She looked out over the busy harbor, where yachts and sailing vessels of all sizes maneuvered in and out of the marina, their diesel engines growling throatily; to the left sounded the self-important horn of The Diamond Packet, announcing her departure back to Hilton Head. Undeterred by the noise, a raucous squabble of seagulls hovered untidily behind the boat.

Rachel’s eye caught a bald eagle gliding in a thermal current way up high, wings spread impressively wide. 

Close by, a pelican plunged vertically into the sun-sparkled water with a loud splash, and she laughed in surprise.

Gordon smiled at her. “There’s always something going on around here."

“Yet somehow it’s so restful,” Rachel replied, aware of the salty breeze ruffling her short black hair.

“I'm glad you feel that,” he said. 

He then began to talk about the Cuddie Pearls and Rachel listened attentively, enjoying his pleasant cologne and her idyllic surroundings. His face glowed as he explained the history of Cuddie Island and the stunning horses that had dwelled on it for centuries, and how he was the last of the Cuddie Lighthouse keepers in his family. Gordon’s passion for the island and its equine inhabitants was infectious.

He stopped in mid-sentence and looked apologetically at her. “But you’ve read this stuff in the book.” He ran a hand through his short white hair. “I’m afraid I do tend to go on about my favorite subject.” He laughed. “If Max were here, he’d tell me off.” 

“Luckily, he isn’t here,” she replied, “so I can continue to hear about what is rapidly becoming my favorite subject.”

He looked gratified. “I hope that’s still the case after tomorrow.”

“It will be.”

Gordon’s smile made the corners of his eyes crease in an endearing way.

He went on to let her know what to expect during their trip to Cuddie Island the next day. The purpose was to round up the horses and check them over, trim their hooves and make sure they were in good health. “It’ll be hard work, but you’ll get up close and personal with them.”

“I can’t wait!” 

She asked him what he did when he wasn’t writing about the Pearls, and he told her about the store he ran with his son, The Harbor Book Nook & Coffee Corner.

“Why didn’t we go there for coffee?”

“Because every so often I need a break from the place.”

“I trust your book is on prominent display in the window?”

Gordon looked mischievous. “It might be placed where casual passersby can’t miss it, however hard they try.”

She grinned.

“Tell me a bit about what you do,” he asked.

Rachel described her job teaching biology in her home town of Anhinga Beck, near Charleston. “Like you, I needed a break, only a longer one.”

“Would that be anhinga, as in the bird?”

She nodded. “I’m impressed. Most people think it’s an exotic Native American word.”

“You’ll see plenty of them drying their wings in the sun around our lagoons. When they swim, they look as if they’re drowning, don’t they, with their bodies submerged under the water, and snake-like necks sticking up?”

Rachel laughed. “Makes sense that anhinga means snake bird or devil bird.”

“Yes, it does.”

They’d finished their coffee and he asked, “Are you ready to see your accommodation?”

With the top down on her white Beetle, Rachel drove south behind Gordon’s pick-up. A couple of miles down the coast they entered the front gate of Diamond Bay Condos and continued to a corner unit on the far right.

Gordon parked and came over to her. “This is it. I hope it’ll work for you.”

“The location is perfect!” she cried. “Are all the buildings on the island one story?”

“Yes. Except for the golf club. That’s a renovated antebellum house that belonged to the Sinclair family when they owned the whole island.”

“Is there any more construction going on?”

He shook his head. “Not allowed.”

As they approached Rachel’s condo, Gordon pointed to their left. “I live in the corner unit at the other end. If you need anything, I’m close by.”

"Good to know. Thanks."

The tour of his son’s one-bedroom apartment didn’t take long and he handed her the keys. “I’ll see you bright and early tomorrow at the marina.”

“I’ll be there. Thanks for the coffee.”

She walked him to the door and waved as he climbed into his truck to drive the short distance to his own place. The hour she’d just spent with him made her look forward even more to tomorrow’s boat ride.

Five minutes into unpacking her suitcases in the bedroom, Rachel couldn’t stand merely looking at the view any longer. With renewed interest in at least one of its authors, she grabbed her dog-eared copy of The Pearls of Cuddie Island and a glass of the iced tea Max had put in the fridge, and walked out onto the patio.

The beach was only fifty yards from where she sat in a wicker chair, breathing in the tangy sea air hundreds of miles away from the pungent lab smells and apathetic students of her South Carolina state school.

It was there that her 57th birthday two months ago had triggered a deep crisis. 

Everything seemed so meaningless. Where was her life heading?

A teacher friend suggested she read the Temples’ book as a diversion. Instantly fascinated by the Pearls, Rachel requested three months’ sabbatical to conduct research on them. The idea of island life appealed enormously, and her findings on the little horses would be more exciting to her students than peering at slides of amoebae under a microscope.

Now, settling back in her chair, she was convinced she’d made the right decision. 

A small sailboat passed serenely across her vision, sending lazy waves onto the sand. Tiny sandpipers punctured the surf with their fitful beaks, in a frenzied search for any delicacies brought ashore.

A youth in a baseball cap was playing fetch with his Golden Retriever at the water’s edge, and an older couple holding hands waved at him as they strolled by. Otherwise, the beach was deserted, for the tourist season was over.

Rachel sipped her iced tea and soaked up the late afternoon rays. Her thoughts drifted to the man who’d met her off the ferry. He was a lot older than her, but his zest for life and tall bearing gave him a youthful air that she found attractive and she smiled at the thought of spending all day with him tomorrow.

An hour later, she went back inside to finish unpacking. Next, she made a trip for supplies to Turnbull’s General Store, which Gordon had told her was next to the café.

Dinner was a simple salad. While she ate, she looked through the floor to ceiling window at the reflection of the fading sun, glittering on the intercoastal waters.

Yet, despite the uplifting vista, gloomy thoughts intruded.

Eighteen years ago, her husband Jeremy had died in a hit and run incident, and by now hopes of finding his killer had long faded.  Their son, Jason was only fifteen when it happened, at an age when he needed his father, and Rachel had tried to be both parents to him. But her own grief made it a struggle.

Sorrow and anger and a red-hot desire for vengeance simmered inside her during every waking hour. But while she was here, on Sinclair and Cuddie Islands, she resolved to lose herself in researching the Pearls.

Max had generously left a bottle of champagne in the fridge as a welcome gift along with the iced tea, and she now popped it open. Glass in hand, she walked barefoot down the short path to the beach, lured outside by the now rising moon. 

The night was warm. She sat on the sand and gazed at the wide ribbon of light rippling across the water from the luminous orb. Alone on the shore, she hugged her knees and listened to the soothing lullaby of the lapping waves as she sipped on her drink. That soft sea breeze once more brushed her cheeks and skimmed through her hair. 

The exquisite beauty of the evening brought tears to her eyes. Soaking in her surroundings here on the beach, and earlier this afternoon with Gordon by the harbor, were the first times she’d appreciated nature for its own sake since Jeremy’s murder.

It was almost enough to make her believe in a Creator.

But that wasn’t going to happen until she saw justice for her husband.  And probably not even then.
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Chapter Two: Cuddie Island
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Saturday, 4th September

Gordon had warned Rachel that she might get very wet on this boat ride. She should bring spare clothes and not wear any material that sea water could damage.

The next morning, heeding his advice, she donned a pair of cheap red capris, rubber-soled shoes that had been through the washing machine countless times, and a black and white checkered cotton shirt. A yellow waterproof jacket was stuffed into her tote with a second outfit to change into on the return trip, if necessary. 

The red glow of sunrise was spreading across the watery horizon when Rachel left for Diamond Town in her little VW. Gordon had told her to be by the marina entrance gate at 6 a.m. The early start was important: they had a lot to get done.

A large group was milling around the marina entrance when she arrived at 5:55 a.m. Rachel felt like an awkward outsider until she spotted Gordon. “Good morning!”

“Good morning!” he said, “Did you sleep well?” 

“Yes, thank you. The apartment is wonderful.”

He put his arm around the shoulder of the man next to him, a younger version of himself. “This is my son, Max.”

She was tempted to say, ‘You’ve passed on your good looks!’ but instead reached out her hand. “Hello, at last!” 

“Pleased to finally meet you, too,” said Max. “It’s going to be a long hard day, I’m afraid.”

“It has to be better than sitting in a biology lab full of recalcitrant teens,” Rachel replied.

Gordon laughed. “Let’s hope so!” He looked at the assembly. “We’re missing one person. While we wait for him, let me introduce you to the others.”

Soon Rachel was numb from shaking hands and trying to remember all the names: Dr. Preston, the vet; James Warrick, the farrier; the handsome Fulton Sinclair, with a long scar running down his left cheek, and whose boat Capital Venture was one of the two they would be sailing in; and Grant Russell, closer to her own age and owner of the second boat, Scotch Mist. Jackie Simpson, the barn manager at Sinclair Stables, was bringing her extensive horse knowledge to the team. Including Max, his father and herself, that made eight.

Gordon looked at his watch and said to his son, “I guess the reverend isn’t coming after all. We need to get going.”

Max nodded. He was punching in the marina entrance code when a voice yelled, “Wait up!”

“Bravo, Reverend, you made it!” said the man she thought was Grant.

The pastor was of a heavier build than Grant, but around the same age, in his fifties, with thick white hair.

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world. I’ve never visited Cuddie Island and it’s high time I did.”

“Did you bring a waterproof jacket?” Max asked.

The pastor tapped the gym carry-all slung over his shoulder. “I’ve got a poncho stored in here.”

“Good. If you need heavier protection, Grant has some sou’westers on his boat.”

Reverend Kelson nodded. “Thanks.”

Max opened the gate and everyone filed through. 

Rachel was at the back with the newcomer and Max introduced them. “Rachel, this is Reverend Crispin Kelson. Reverend, this is Rachel Bellamy. She’s a biologist from South Carolina, coming to do research on the Cuddie Pearls.”

The minister extended his hand. “Pleased to meet you.”

“Glad to meet you, too.” Rachel smiled, suddenly conscious that she wasn’t dressed to be around a pastor.

He didn’t seem to notice and put out an arm to let her pass in front of him.

Max closed the gate then ran up ahead to join his father, who was leading the way to the first boat.

Rachel tried to act naturally as she walked next to the reverend, who would be horrified to know her opinions on God.

“What made you choose the Cuddie Pearls for your research, Rachel?” he asked.

“I read the book by Max and Gordon Temples, and it fired my imagination. Why do you want to visit the island?”

“Same reason as you.” He laughed. “After all my years here, it’s taken a book by two friends to get me interested in the place. I’d like to arrange a field trip out there for the lower grade kids.”

“You’re a teacher?” 

“A teacher and headmaster of the school on the island, for my pains.”

“That’s a big responsibility. What do you teach?”

“Religious studies.”

Of course, he does!

They’d arrived at the first of the two boats. Grant walked the short gangway onto the stern of Scotch Mist and faced the assembled group.  “Who wants to come with me?”

“I don’t!” cried Fulton, and everyone laughed.

“I trust your driving,” said Gordon, “I’m coming with you.” He looked at Rachel. “Want to sail with an old man?”

“You mean, author of the definitive work on the Cuddie Pearls? You bet!”

Gordon smiled and offered his hand, while Max shouted after them, “Co-author, don’t forget I had a part in it, too!”

“Aren’t you needed on the other boat?” his father replied.

James Warrick, the farrier, joined them, while to Rachel’s relief Reverend Kelson followed Max and the vet to Fulton’s smaller vessel, Capital Venture. Sooner or later his conversation was bound to turn to God, and she didn’t want to be around when it did.

Gordon sat at Rachel’s left on the long, cushioned seat to the port side, and James and Jackie took the starboard pew opposite. Grant distributed life vests, then said, “Once we’re clear of the harbor, we’ll be picking up speed. So be warned – there’ll be spray coming over the sides!”

Scotch Mist moved smoothly enough through the calm waters of the harbor, but the noise of her engines made it difficult to conduct a general conversation.

Gordon asked Rachel, “What do you plan to do with your research?”

“I haven’t decided yet. The definitive treatise has already been written about the Pearls. But they’ll fascinate the kids in my class, and might even ignite their interest in biology.” And mine, she thought.

“You should write your own book. While you’re on the island, I’m sure you’ll discover things that Max and I didn’t.”

It was an intriguing proposition. “I’m not sure I would know how to write a book,” she said.

They were now exiting the harbor and Grant cried, “Here we go. Ladies and gentlemen, hold onto your hats!”

Scotch Mist picked up speed and the engine roar rose several decibels. Her bow rose and fell sharply as the vessel bounced over the waves, shooting spray over both sides and liberally sprinkling her passengers with sea water.

“Exciting enough for you yet?” Gordon asked, with a grin, inclining towards her to make himself heard above the din of the motor.

She nodded, clutching the side of the boat to steady herself against the pitching motion. “It’s a good start!”

He laughed and turned back towards the bow.

There was no point talking anymore; it required too much effort to be audible. Instead, they peered ahead and strained for the first glimpse of Cuddie Island. 

Fifteen minutes later, the little isle came into view, just as huge waves began dashing against the boat.

Grant yelled, “Sorry, everyone! Welcome to the Atlantic Ocean! We’ve left the leeward side of the island and the sea will now be very choppy.”

Scotch Mist’s bow lifted almost vertically before plunging into a deep water trough, flinging Rachel against Gordon.

He looped his right arm tightly through hers. “Are you O.K.?”

She nodded, surprised at his kindness.

The boat continued to pitch and toss violently and he shouted above the crashing noise, “I’ll hold onto you until the sea calms down.”

Leaning into him, she mouthed, “Thank you!” and her eyes briefly met his. He was smiling reassuringly and despite the scary roller coaster ride, she felt safe in his grasp. 

Scotch Mist was drawing parallel to the island’s northwest shore.  The low rugged coastline rose to a high promontory, at the top of which stood the majestic red and white striped tower of Cuddie Island Lighthouse. 

She was here at last. “There it is!” she cried. “It looks just like the photo in your book.” 

He raised an eyebrow. “Fancy that.”

She made a wry face . “Hey, I’m sorry, but it’s wonderful to finally see it.”

He grinned. “It is a very special building.”

Grant piloted the boat around the promontory and into a sheltered cove on the northeast side, overlooked by the lighthouse. The waters were calmer and as he slowed the vessel, the sound level went down considerably.

Gordon removed his arm. 

“Thank you,” Rachel said. “That was a little frightening back there.”

“You’re welcome, any time.”

Trying not to wonder what ‘any time’ meant, if anything, she pointed at the cliff and the lighthouse above. “Isn’t it beautiful here?”

“It sure is.” A brilliant smile lit up his face and suddenly she hoped the seas would be choppy all the way back to Sinclair Island. 

Liquid Capital rounded the promontory behind them and came alongside Grant as he was dropping anchor.

“Ahoy there!” Fulton shouted to his friend.

“About time you got here,” came the reply. It was an amicable jibe at Fulton’s smaller and slower powerboat, although both of them were good-sized vessels. 

“I’m not a reckless driver. Unlike you, I care about my passengers.” Fulton said from the bow, lowering the anchor while his fellow travelers walked towards the stern.

The two boats were some distance from the sandy shore, as it was too shallow for them to sail farther in. But each vessel carried a fiberglass dinghy astern on its swim platform.

Rachel was fascinated to watch Grant use a remote-control to lower the platform into the water, until it reached a depth where the tender still rested safely on hydraulic brackets. 

“Climb aboard, everyone! Why don’t you guys sit in the same order as before?” he suggested. “It’ll balance out the dinghy nicely.”

He motioned to Jackie to climb in, then Rachel. James followed, carrying his large bag of farrier’s tools and sat by the barn manager as Gordon took the seat next to Rachel. 

Grant joined them. He lowered the hydraulic arms until the dinghy was floating, then tilted the propeller into the water and started the engine.

He steered the little vessel towards the stern of Capital Venture and idled in neutral, while Fulton let his passengers board the dinghy before climbing in after them and lowering the swim platform. When the craft floated clear of the stern, he tipped the outboard into the water, turned the key, and the engine sprang to life.

Grant and Fulton told their passengers to sit tight and the two dinghies puttered gently towards the beach.

Rachel’s excitement was growing; she was about to realize her dream of meeting the Cuddie Pearls.

“You’re looking happy,” remarked Gordon.

She beamed at him. “I am.”

“It looks good on you.”

Rachel understood his odd comment only too well, aware of how habitually miserable she appeared. At school, fellow teachers would tell her to ‘Cheer up! Or the children will commit suicide and we’ll all lose our jobs.’

But it was hard, when the husband you loved had been snatched away from you and his killer was still at large, unpunished. 

Try living in my shoes and see how cheerful you feel! she wanted to snap back at them.

But today was different. The universe was giving her a break and she was determined to enjoy it. 
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Chapter Three: Cuddie Chapel
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Saturday, 4th September

The dinghies quickly reached the shallows. Their skippers killed the engines and pulled the motors out of the water.

Grant said, “I need volunteers to help me pull the boat ashore. Who wants to get wet?”

The two men immediately offered their services and Rachel said, “I’ll help.”

Gordon looked at her. “You don’t have to do that.”

“I’d like to. You warned me I’d get wet and I’m ready!”

“Don’t you want to take off your shoes?” Gordon asked.

“These have been through the washing machine I don’t know how many times. They can handle some more water.”

He shook his head with a smile. “You really did come prepared.”

“I’m jumping in, too,” said Jackie. “But first, I’m taking off my paddock boots. These things are expensive!”

Grant climbed over the side and held the boat steady while everyone got out. The water wasn’t as cold as Rachel expected.

“O.K. guys and gals, let’s get to it!” cried Grant.

They dragged the dinghy out of the water and across the sand to the foot of the cliff.

“Thank you, everyone,” said Grant. “Here the tide can’t sweep it back into the Atlantic.”

Once Fulton’s crew hauled their craft ashore, the nine of them sat down on the sand to catch their breath.

Fulton looked at his watch. “The Coast Guard should be arriving any moment now.” He glanced at Grant, who nodded. “We’re doing things a bit differently this time,” he continued. “Hopefully it will be a lot easier, too.”

“What have you changed?” asked Dr. Preston.

Grant said, “Remember those rustlers who tried to steal the Pearls in March?”

The others nodded and Rachel remembered reading about it in the book.

“The Coast Guard confiscated their landing vessel, and we decided it would come in handy today. They’re bringing it to the island so we can get the horses on board for inspection, instead of having to corral them on land.”

“So that’s why we didn’t bring the portable fencing,” Jackie said. “I guess we won’t be needing it.”

“Not on this trip. And the Coast Guard has put rubber matting down on the deck, so the horses won’t slip, and installed double gates, so we don’t have to pull up the ramp to enclose them.”

Rachel asked, “How will you get them onto the boat?”

Max answered her. “The herd includes two Quarter horse mares we introduced a few months back to improve the stock. They’re very tame, and one of them is the boss mare. She’s super easy to catch, and once we have her, the rest will follow.

“Ah, here’s the Coast Guard.”

A large flat-bottomed vessel rounded the promontory and made her cumbersome way towards them. Uniformed guards stood in the bow, by the wide front ramp. Several more were posted in the stern, on a raised platform around a small tower surrounded by railings.

“Just to be clear,” Grant said, “the Coast Guard is doing us a favor bringing this boat. The operation is strictly our responsibility. They’re not horse people and don’t expect to get involved beyond lowering and raising the ramp as required. We need everyone here to help.” 

“Just tell me what to do,” Reverend Kelson said amiably.

“Same here,” Rachel said.

“Great. Here’s the plan.”

The first step was to locate the Cuddie Pearls, and Rachel couldn’t wait. Max and his father would take her and Reverend Kelson up to the lighthouse, since they’d not visited it before.  From the top of the tall building they would be able to determine the horses’ location.

Grant, Fulton and the others stayed behind to greet the Coast Guard and discuss how to catch the Pearls.

Rachel’s excitement mounted as their little troupe climbed the path from the beach to the imposing tower on the headland. 

The Pearls of Cuddie Island told of multiple shipwrecks off the island’s Atlantic coast over two centuries, until finally, around the year 1742, this lighthouse was built to warn oncoming vessels. The first lighthouse keeper was Alfred Temples. The post was kept in the family down the years, and Gordon was the last to hold it. The light was automated now, and the Coast Guard was officially in charge, but they still relied on him to check on the lighthouse regularly and let them know if any repairs were needed.

Reverend Kelson was ascending the path just behind Rachel and she again wished she’d worn more appropriate clothing. Hopefully he was concentrating on reaching the top rather than judging her for her gaudy outfit.

Five minutes later they reached the pinnacle of the cliff and stopped to catch their breath.

Immediately ahead, between them and the lighthouse, stood a minuscule medieval chapel, constructed of rough-hewn natural stone. On its little steeple rested a large stone cross.

The minister turned to her with a glowing face. “Isn’t it wonderful!”

Rachel realized this was what he had come to see; the lighthouse and the Pearls were of secondary interest.

Thankfully, he didn’t wait for her answer, but said, “Think of the tremendous history behind this tiny place. It’s hard to believe it was built by monks fleeing the tyranny of Henry VIII as long ago as the 16th century.” He sighed. “If only the monastery were still standing!”

Rachel had skipped the bit in the book about the Dissolution of the Monasteries by the English king, whom she only remembered because of his six wives.  She had no recollection of the monks’ having erected a monastery on the island; she was only aware that they’d brought their palomino Connemara ponies with them from Ireland. She nodded in reply, anxious to get to the top of the lighthouse and see the Cuddie Pearls.

But the minister touched her arm. “Come on, let’s have a look inside.” He glanced at Max and Gordon. “If you don’t mind?”

Gordon laughed. “I should have known you’d be keen to see the chapel. Sure, but be quick.”

Reverend Kelson pushed open the low wooden door, remarking to Rachel, “People were much shorter in the Middle Ages.” He stood aside to let her pass through onto the flagstone floor.

He walked in reverently behind her, leaving the door open to let in the light. The only other illumination came from a few tiny windows set high in the walls, and it took Rachel’s eyes a moment to adjust to the dimness. There were six rows of pews, each with room for four people on either side. At the front stood a rough-hewn altar and a large wooden cross hung on the back wall.

“This is magnificent!” the minister whispered loudly.

Rachel couldn’t understand why he wasn’t using his normal voice, until it dawned on her that he actually believed God was in this building.

“Look!” he pointed to the aisle floor. “Here are the tombs of sailors who died in shipwrecks off the coast.” He stepped forwards, eagerly studying the first flat gravestone. The etched writing was well-worn by monks’ feet, but still legible.

He read, “R.I.P. Thomas Grenfall. Died October 13th, 1601, far from home and family.” He looked back at her, shaking his head in wonder. “That’s over 400 years ago.”

“That is pretty incredible,” said Rachel, and meant it.

He nodded and fell silent, with his eyes closed and hands clasped in prayer. 

Rachel bowed her own head to appear as if she, too, was praying.

A few moments later the minister said, “I must come back to this place when I have more time, but I guess we should go now.”

Rachel couldn’t agree more. She was relieved to exit the oppressive gloom and breathe in fresh island air.

“Ready?” Max asked, with a smile.

They walked past an overgrown cemetery to the lighthouse, where Gordon was holding the red wooden door open for them.
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Saturday, 4th September

Standing at its base and gazing up, Rachel was overwhelmed by the sheer size of the lighthouse and the thickness of its brick walls. No wonder it had survived so many centuries of storms and hurricanes.

The wide red and white stripes appeared recently painted and she commented on this to Gordon.

“Thank you for noticing,” he said. “I had a hard time getting the county to put up the money for it. But thanks to the appeal of our book, I was able to persuade them that this lighthouse is an important landmark and needs to look its best. 

“A lot of tourists who saw our little tome in the bookstore visited the island this summer and we were able to charge them for a tour. All the money goes to the upkeep of the place.” He held out his arm. “Please, come in.”

Immediately inside was a spiral stairway. Rachel looked up to see where it ended and felt giddy.

Gordon laughed. “It goes a long way, doesn’t it?”

“It’s amazing,” she said. “How many floors?”

“There are four rooms, one to each level, but all of them have high ceilings. And then of course there’s the lantern room at the top, which houses the light. Follow me.” He put a hand on the circular banister and climbed the wooden steps, followed by Rachel, the reverend and Max.

He made his way to the first room, commenting, “Camille and Max were married in the chapel and this is where they held their reception.”

“Here in the lighthouse?” asked Rachel.

“Yes. It made for an interesting venue.”

“It certainly did,” said Reverend Kelson.

She turned round to him. “I guess you were the minister who married them?”

“Yes. Between the Temples, Russells and Sinclairs I’ve presided over some very unusual weddings over the past few months.”

She laughed, then asked Max, “Did you and Camille stay here for your honeymoon?”

“We sure did. It was a beautiful place to begin married life.”

I can imagine.

Rachel suppressed a twinge of jealousy.

“This is the sitting room,” said Gordon, as they continued up the stairwell. “I’m afraid there’s no time to have a look around right now, but maybe when we’re done with the Pearls.”

Rachel was struck by the high ceiling and how small and sparsely furnished the room was. Some illumination came in from small windows in the circular wall, but mainly from an overhead fixture.

Gordon beckoned to them and they climbed to the next floor, the bathroom.

An old-fashioned tub with feet stood next to a hand basin. A built-in closet housed the toilet.

“Moving on,” Gordon said, and they walked up past the circular kitchen to a bedroom with a large double bed.

All the rooms had the same overhead lights and fans and small apertures.

They reached the top, which housed the big beam itself.  The walls were made entirely of glass and Rachel was dying to go out onto the wrap around balcony. She was pleased when Gordon said, “Much as I’d love to explain the mechanics of the light to you, we need to locate those horses.” He opened the glass door. “If you come out here, we’ll have an excellent view of them on the other side of the island.”

A strong sea current hit Rachel’s face when she stepped outside. Elbows propped on the railing, she looked out over the billowing waves of the Atlantic, awed by its sheer vastness. She thought of the sailors lying in the chapel and cemetery, silent witnesses to the ocean’s cruel whims.

“It’s quite a sight, isn’t it?” Reverend Kelson stood next to her, the tails of his tropical shirt flapping in the wind. “And the salt water tang – it’s hard to beat.”

“This way,” said Gordon, as he walked around the tower. “The horses should be easy to spot.”

The minister smiled at Rachel. “Now for the moment you’ve been waiting for!”

She grinned and they followed Max and Gordon. The four of them stood together on the balcony, looking out over the lee side, somewhat sheltered from the battering squalls. 

Cuddie Island was about a mile long and three-quarters wide. It was shaped like a potato tilting to the left, with a bite taken out near the right tip; this indent faced the Atlantic and formed the sandy cove where they had beached the dinghies. 

Gently undulating grassland sloped down from the lighthouse promontory and covered the whole isle. Rachel noticed the absence of trees, and remembered reading they couldn’t survive the strong Atlantic winds that swept mercilessly across the island. But here and there a few tenacious shrubs had managed to withstand the harsh conditions.

Towards the southern end she saw the large pond she knew supplied the horses’ drinking water.

“The monks used to stock that with fish back in the day,” Gordon said, seeing her eye wander to the watering hole. “They used the Pearls to carry their catch back to the monastery. Nowadays the fish make good feeding for the bird life.”

“You didn’t mention birds in your book,” said Rachel, trying to ignore his alluring aftershave. “Sounds like something else I can observe while I’m here.”

“Maybe you can use that as a topic for your book.”

“Now there’s an idea.” Rachel smiled.

Gordon chuckled. “Anything to get people interested in Cuddie Island.”

Reverend Kelson suddenly cried out, “Look, there they are!” He pointed ahead. “See them?”

Everyone peered in the direction of his index finger.

Not far from the lighthouse they saw a large bowl-shaped depression. The land rose a little around the edge, forming a rim, then dropped down fifty or so feet to a flat sheltered area covered in lush vegetation. Rachel guessed the grass quality was superior because it didn’t bear the brunt of the gales to the same extent as the rest of the island, yet got plenty of moisture.

The herd had been grazing just over the lip on the lighthouse side, hidden from sight. But when they moved into full view, Rachel’s hand flew to her mouth. 

The striking animals were meandering peacefully along the floor of the depression and as they came out of the shadows into the sunlight, their golden, cream and copper bodies gleamed as if painted with gloss.

The horses were unaware of their audience and the lighthouse was the perfect vantage point. Max and Gordon just had to let her stay here overnight!

A group of foals broke away and chased each other under the watchful eyes of their dams. From her limited research on horses, Rachel estimated them to be around six months old, not quite weaned but starting to exercise independence.

The juvenile frolickers were a motley mix of palominos, cremellos and golden chestnuts, just like their parents.

One of them, a chestnut colt with flaxen mane and tail, went up to a cremello mare, presumably his mother, and playfully nipped her on the flank.

Ears pinned back, she snaked her head around at him, teeth bared – but not, Rachel noted, actually biting him. It was enough to warn the little guy, and he ran off to rejoin his friends.

Reverend Kelson laughed. “I guess he won’t do that again.” 

Max said, “Horses are very good at communicating among themselves, and the bosses keep the others in line.”

A separate trio of horses climbed to the far edge of the crater and posed in an elegant tableau, heads raised, surveying the island. Two of them were palominos. The other was a light chestnut with cream-colored mane and tail.

Rachel turned to Gordon. “Why are those three not with the others?”

“They’re what’s called a bachelor herd.”

“What’s that?” she asked.

“A group of young stallions who’ve been kicked out by the dominant one. They roam together until one of them feels the time is right to challenge the boss stallion and take over the herd.”

“Do they get on with each other?”

He nodded. “Their testosterone levels are lower when they’re not in charge of the mares, so they’re not competitive among themselves.”

“Are there ever too many horses for the island’s resources to sustain?” asked the minister.

“Yes,” said Gordon. “One of the things we’re going to establish today is the make-up of the herd – age, gender, health, color – and determine which ones to cull.”

Rachel didn’t like the sound of that. “I hope you don’t mean ‘put down’?” she asked anxiously.

Gordon chuckled. “No. We remove them from the island for rehoming.” He guessed Rachel’s follow-up question and answered it. “That is, after they’ve been to a farm in South Carolina, where they’re slowly acclimated to being around humans, and, if appropriate, ridden.”

“I bet you don’t take the palominos off the island,” said Reverend Kelson.

Gordon shook his head. “We try not to. Those are the Pearls, after all. We try to keep as many palominos in the herd as possible.”

A muscular cream horse with a huge crested neck broke abruptly away from the mares and foals and charged menacingly up the slope. The bachelor trio turned tail and galloped towards the pond and away from the herd.

Max laughed. “He may not be a palomino, but that stallion isn’t going to get culled any time soon!”

“How long has he been in charge?” Rachel asked.

“About three years now,” said Max, “which is a long time to go unchallenged.”

“Son,” said Gordon, “we need to get back to the others and tell them where the horses are.”

“You’re right, Dad. Let’s go give them our report.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Five: Getting to Work
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Saturday, 4th September

By the time they reached the beach, the landing vessel’s ramp was down and the other group members were tying hay nets along the inside. Rachel noticed the ramp was at a gentle angle, not too steep, to encourage the horses to go up it.

“The hay will give the horses something to do while they’re waiting to be checked out,” Gordon explained. “We have to inspect them one horse at a time. They’re usually pretty good about us handling them, but we’ve not boarded them onto a boat before. We’ll have to see how they react.”

“Dad,” called Max, “where’s the sheet with the tally from the spring?”

Gordon patted his shirt pocket. “In here. It’ll be interesting to see what changes there’ve been since we were last here.”

“Do you have a specific job for the reverend and me?” Rachel asked.

Gordon smiled at her. “Oh, yes! You’ll see in a minute.”

Max and Fulton took off along the beach on two Coast Guard ATVs. On the back of each was a bucket of feed. 

Twenty minutes later they returned followed by the whole herd, led by a Quarter horse mare.

The stallion was at the back, keeping watch. At a polite distance behind came the bachelor horses.

Reverend Kelson and Rachel opened the two large gates at the top of the ramp, creating an entrance chute for the horses.

Max and Fulton drove their ATVs up the ramp and along the deck towards the bow of the boat. They each held a feed bucket to the side and were rattling them noisily. The mare trotted up behind them and the herd followed. 

Rachel was in awe of the beautiful creatures as their gleaming bodies floated past her, heads held high and manes and tails flowing.

Fulton and Max got off the ATVs. Two guards stood in front of the machines, to make sure the horses didn’t run into them and get hurt. 

Jackie and Gordon helped Rachel and the reverend close the gates behind the Pearls, and latch them securely.

Once inside, the animals anxiously milled around, until the dominant mare noticed the hay nets. When she began eating, the other mares copied her, and this calmed their foals, who began nosing the nets to see what was so good about them. At this time of year, the grass on Cuddie Island was not very nutritious, and the aroma of the high-quality forage was enticing.

Meanwhile, the herd stallion made sure to stand between his mares and the three bachelors to prevent them touching the hay. They adopted a suitably submissive attitude, clearly uncomfortable in such close proximity.

“We’d better start with those three,” Max said to Dr. Preston and James Warrick, pointing at the unhappy trio. “Then we can let them loose and allow them to get away from his lordship.” He looked at Rachel and Reverend Kelson. “When I say ‘Open the gate,’ open the right one, and let the horse out.”

Taking up a post next to Rachel, Reverend Kelson glanced at her with an infectious smile. This was fun!

Max had warned his helpers that it would be a long day, and so it proved. There were sixteen mares, four stallions, three fillies and two colts, twenty-five horses in all. 

A couple of days earlier, in addition to the hay nets, Grant, Fulton and Max had taken portable fencing over to the Coast Guard and loaded it on the flat boat. 

They now used it to make a small pen, which they erected in the right corner of the vessel by the ramp. One of the panels formed the entrance gate, and Jackie and Gordon lured the horses in with a feed bucket, one animal at a time. Over the years, the mature Pearls had learned that noise meant good food to eat!

Max deftly put on a halter and held each one’s head for the vet to vaccinate and worm, while James Warrick visually checked its hooves to determine whether any trimming was needed. For those that did require farrier work, Grant held up the horse’s leg for him, while Gordon kept its attention with the feed.

When it was time to let the horse go, Max removed the halter, and said, “Open the gate!” 

In unison, Rachel and the pastor swung it open to let the animal out. She found it touching that the first to go hung around on the beach, whinnying and waiting for his buddies. Even after the second stallion joined him, they both stayed and waited for the third.

As soon as the last one was let go, the three of them galloped off down the beach, whinnying with relief and tails high.

The herd stallion relaxed visibly when they were gone, while still keeping guard over his mares.

Max and Gordon debated over whether they should do him next. But he would go crazy if they released him and kept his herd captive.

Instead, they chose one of the tame Quarter horse mares. She had a cute copper colored colt at foot, and they allowed him in the pen with her.

She was easy to handle and when released, remained on the beach, grazing the grass edges with her foal.

Whenever one of the team got tired or needed to go to the lighthouse for a bathroom break, someone filled in. In the case of the vet and the farrier, the horse was attended to by whichever one was on hand, and then put back with the herd until the other returned to finish.

Although the Coast Guard was not directly involved in the horse chores, they had brought food and water for the humans. The team took turns eating and drinking, so operations could continue uninterrupted.

After half his herd was attended to, the stallion was released.

The time flew by for Rachel and she was surprised to see the sun beginning to set when the last horse, an older mare, was let loose and trotted off to join the others a short distance away. The reunited herd followed the boss mare down the beach, and the stallion once more took up the rearguard.

The lead mare was in no great hurry, and Rachel marveled at the animal’s lack of resentment towards humans.

Rachel had loved being close to the horses, and could already detect their different personalities.  The foals were cute and innocent, and she hoped they’d be allowed to remain that way their entire lives. The Pearls were safe and well cared for, thanks to the attentive crew from Sinclair Island, and there'd been no discussions so far about removing any of them.

And she’d enjoyed the camaraderie. It inspired her to see the group members working alongside the other with no rivalry or one-upmanship. She saw no egos on display. It was a rare thing; how did they achieve that?

They were packing everything up and trudging wearily back to their dinghies, when she realized she hadn’t thought once about vengeance for her husband.

The Cuddie Pearls were already doing her good.

She climbed back aboard Scotch Mist, disappointed by the calm sea. There would be no linking of arms with Gordon on the return trip.

He again sat on her left side in the boat. Exhausted, she asked if he’d mind if she lay down on their bank seat?

“Of course, not,” he replied, and within minutes she was asleep.

She awoke lying on her back, with her head resting in Gordon’s lap. He was smiling down at her. “Sleep well?” he asked gently.

Embarrassed, she sat up quickly. “I’m so sorry, how did that happen?”

“You were tossing and turning and couldn’t get comfortable until you’d put your head on my knee. It’s no big deal.”

She glanced across the deck at James and Jackie. What would they think? But they were asleep, too, both of them sprawled out on the long cushion.

Grant appeared to be concentrating on the waters ahead, so maybe no one had noticed.

“It’s been a long day,” Gordon remarked, “and we’re all tired. But I think it was a good trip, don’t you?”

“Yes! I can’t wait to go back.”

“Do you still want to stay in the lighthouse?” asked Gordon. “Max told me you’d asked if you could.”

“Very much!”

“It’d be an adventure, for sure.”

“I’m more interested in peaceful isolation than adventure.” Suddenly wishing the words unsaid, she looked at her hands.  

“I can well understand. Life as a teacher must be very hectic.”

She nodded, relieved he thought that was the reason. “Yes. It will be nice to have quiet time alone.”

“I hope you don’t get too lonely.”

“Oh, I won’t.” She grinned. “I’ll have the Pearls for company.”

It was getting dark when the two vessels entered Diamond Town Harbor and Grant slowed the pace. 

The lights on the moored boats and along the boardwalk turned the area into an enchanted place. Rachel could see patrons sitting under the awning on the patio of The Coastal Café and remembered yesterday afternoon. How long ago it now seemed.

Jackie and the farrier woke up, stretched their arms and yawned. The day was at an end, and what a day it had been!

They disembarked and thanked Grant, who stayed behind to ‘put the boat to bed’ as he phrased it.

Fulton was taking Dr. Preston back to Hilton Head in his boat. Max, Reverend Kelson, Jackie, James, Gordon and Rachel walked through the marina entrance gate and said their goodbyes.

“Thanks for all your help, guys and gals!” said Max. “See you tomorrow in church.” He strode off to his old jeep.

“I’m wiped out!” said Jackie. “Goodnight, reverend, goodnight, Rachel.” She took off in the direction of her big pickup.

Gordon turned to Rachel. “Let me walk you to your car.”

“There’s really no need,” she said.

“I need the exercise,” he quipped. 

This made her laugh. How could he say such a thing after today’s exertions?

“Thank you,” she said, and they walked side by side across the square to her little white Beetle parked under the dim light of a street lamp.

“This is it.”

He smiled. “Thank you for your able assistance today. See you in church tomorrow?”

Caught off guard, Rachel swallowed and gave him a wan smile. “Of course. Good night.”

“We go to the 9 o’clock. I hope to see you there.” The corners of his eyes creased in that kind way again as he gave her a last smile. “Good night, Rachel.”
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