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When one door closes, another one opens ... 
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Are You Sitting Comfortably?
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Then I Shall Begin – after these Few Words

You may have heard of NaNoWriMo. The letters stand for National Novel Writing Month, an annual writing challenge during the month of November which dares everyone who’s ever wanted to write a novel to place their rear ends in a seat and get to it.

If you have such aspirations, I highly recommend this devilish method of shaming procrastinators.

You have to upload at least 50,000 words of your novel to download a certificate announcing that you’ve completed the required wordcount.

After finishing the last book of The Father Michael Trilogy, I wanted to write something different before starting The Laura Harper Trilogy. November 2018 was looming and it was the perfect opportunity to go beyond simply ‘wanting’ to do it, to actually doing it.

To me, ‘something different’ meant a new genre. I chose romance, but I wasn’t capable of writing a story that didn’t include horses!

This book began with that first draft. But it has since undergone substantial re-writing, editing and polishing and is a long way from the original manuscript. I’d just moved to beautiful Hilton Head in South Carolina, which became the setting for the book.

So, without further ado, now I present my horse romance.

God bless and happy reading!

Hilary Walker

Hilton Head Island, South Carolina

Rubesca4@gmail.com

P.S. Visit my website to get a free copy of Riding Out the Devil when you sign up for my newsletter:  https://hilarywalkerbooks.com/
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Chapter One: A Conflict of Interest
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Monday, 1st November

It was a gloriously crisp afternoon when Pippa arrived at Pecan Plantation Equestrian Center.

An early start to her day had meant finishing work in time for her 3 o’clock lesson. She was now free to enjoy an hour with the horse she’d been riding ever since moving into the Hilton Head plantation in South Carolina two years ago.

Ivan was a 12-year-old Oldenburg chestnut gelding with three white socks and a large blaze down his face. Standing at 16.2 hands, he was perhaps a little too big for her 5’5” frame, but he tolerated her constant mistakes and she felt comfortable with him.

Exiting her car, she patted her jacket pocket to make sure she’d brought his treats and walked with a light step into the barn.

Outside Ivan’s stall stood two men. One of them was the ex-jockey, Jim Jones, who ran the center, talking with a man she recognized but couldn’t place.

He was only around 5’10” but looked taller standing next to Mr. Jones, whose paunch was in stark contrast to the slender newcomer’s physique. 

Tan riding breeches and shiny black half-chaps indicated he was a horseman; his light brown hair was short and combed back to fit tidily into a riding helmet. He exuded self-assurance, yet Pippa detected a hint of unhappiness.

Why were the two men hanging out by Ivan?

She walked up to them and Mr. Jones said, “Ah, this is Pippa Rawlings. Let me introduce you to Bryce McCloud.”

“The Bryce McCloud?” Pippa blurted out, pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose. The nationally acclaimed Mr. McCloud had successfully competed for many years on horses belonging to the largest local landowner, Lord Bridges. She’d heard rumors that the English aristocrat had died, but wasn’t sure they were true.

Mr. McCloud smiled. “If you mean the dressage rider, then yes, that’s me.” His voice was pleasantly low.

She shook his hand vigorously. “I’m so glad to meet you!” His dark and deep-set eyes had a brooding expression, despite his smile, and his aquiline nose gave him an aloof appearance.

“Likewise,” he said.

Mr. Jones coughed. “Er, Mr. McCloud is interested in buying Ivan.”

“What?” Pippa exclaimed, “I didn’t know he was for sale!” Her tone was accusatory. “If I’d known you were going to sell Ivan, I’d have told you I wanted to have him! I’ve been saving up to buy my own horse.”

“You never said anything to me about that, Pippa.”

“I needed to get the money first. How much do you want for him?”

“That’s no longer relevant, I’m afraid. Mr. McCloud has offered more than the asking price.”

This was terrible news! She couldn’t bear the idea of losing Ivan. 

She shot the famous man an angry glance and turned the full force of her ire on Mr. Jones. “That’s not fair! Why didn’t you let me know he was for sale? When did you decide this? And why is he for sale? He’s such a good horse and this is his home – you can’t make him move!”

“I have no choice, Pippa, I’ve got to downscale. The economy is bad and I can’t afford to keep all these horses over the winter. The price of hay is through the roof. Ivan is the best horse I have and the easiest to sell.”

“So, you’re rewarding him for it by selling him to – to somebody he doesn’t even know!” She was close to tears, but refused to cry. 

“Actually, Mr. McCloud came to ride him yesterday and the two of them got on extremely well.”

This double betrayal stabbed Pippa’s heart: the treachery of Mr. Jones in not telling her he wanted to sell Ivan, and Ivan’s infidelity in getting on ‘extremely well’ with Mr. McCloud. She knew it was illogical to be mad at the gelding, but she really wished he’d acted up!

Bryce looked at Pippa. “You have excellent taste in horses, Ms. Rawlings. Ivan has a ton of potential as a dressage horse.”

Pippa wasn’t fooled. “You have all Lord Bridges’ horses to ride! Why are you trying to take away the only horse I’m comfortable with?”

“Lord Bridges died a year ago,” Bryce explained. “His widow is having to sell Cypress Farm and her husband’s horses to pay off the debts on the place. That means I no longer have any horses to ride and no barn to teach at. I hope you can understand, Ms. Rawlings,” he gave her a soft look, “I’ve just lost my livelihood.”

She folded her arms and refused to answer. The man was causing her deep unhappiness and she had no sympathy left over for him.

“Pippa,” Mr. Jones said, “I understand your frustration and maybe I should have let you know Ivan was for sale. But the truth is, I didn’t know it myself until Mr. McCloud phoned to ask if I had any promising horses for him to look at. He is short on funds but has the talent and ability to bring along the right one. I’m very honored he’s interested in Ivan, and you should be, too.”

Unrelenting, Pippa glared at Mr. McCloud. “There have to be other good horses you can buy!” 

“They all cost way more than Ivan,” he replied evenly, “because they’re highly trained or have fancy bloodlines. Ivan here needs the training put into him to become a top dressage horse, which I can provide, and Mr. Jones is asking a very reasonable sum for him.”

“But supposing he doesn’t want to become a top dressage horse? Have you thought of that?”

“He didn’t look at all upset about being ridden by Mr. McCloud,” Mr. Jones pointed out.

Pippa looked at the big chestnut. Oh, Ivan, how could you do this to me! 

Out loud she said, “But he’s only ridden him once and he’s going to demand much harder work from him down the road. Ivan will probably object to it.”

“Alright, how about this?” the famous man said.  “If Mr. Jones agrees, why don’t we let Ivan choose which one of us he wants?”

Pippa thought for a moment. Mr. McCloud clearly thought the horse would choose him, but she’d prove him wrong. 

She nodded.

Mr. Jones said, “I’m up for it in principle, although I’m not sure how that would work.” He quickly added, “But you’ll have to match Mr. McCloud’s offer, Pippa. And we’ll need a deadline. Winter is approaching fast.”

She took a deep breath.  She’d had a hard time raising the money she already had and wasn’t sure how to get any more. “How much do I have to come up with? And when do I need it by?”

Mr. Jones named the amount. “Today is 1st November. You have one month, Pippa. On December 1st Ivan goes to Mr. McCloud unless you have enough money and Ivan chooses you.”

She put on a brave face. “It’s a deal.”

“Good!” the dressage guru said, with a smile that was far too smug for Pippa’s liking.  “Now we need to agree on how Ivan is going to make the choice between us.”

“Why don’t you ride him on alternate days, five days a week,” Mr. Jones suggested, “and he’ll get two days off? Mr. McCloud, Pippa is paying for her lessons on Ivan, so it’s only fair I ask you to pay me something for your rides on Ivan, too. I’ll reimburse you the full amount if you buy him.”

“I can agree to that,” Mr. McCloud said. “I’ll match whatever Pippa pays for her lessons.”

“Great,” Mr. Jones said. “I’ll watch you both to decide which of you he’s happy to be around – on the ground and under saddle.”

Pippa narrowed her eyes in suspicion. “Define ‘happy.’”

“Good question,” agreed her rival.

Mr. Jones thought for a moment. “I’ll base it on how he behaves when each of you arrives – ears forward, nickering, relaxing and snorting under saddle – anything that shows he’s comfortable being around one or other of you. If he looks stressed, I’ll know he’s not happy.”

“I’d say that’s fair. What do you think, Ms. Rawlings?” Mr. McCloud said. “Then you’d know it was his decision to be with one of us.”

Pippa wasn’t sure Mr. Jones would play fair. He was obviously smitten with the famous rider and would love to say he’d sold a horse to him. “Could anyone else be involved in this assessment?” she asked.

“Like who?”  asked the ex-jockey.

“Barrie Reed and one other person.” Barrie was the barn manager as well as Pippa’s riding instructor. Hopefully she would advocate for her pupil.  “Three people will allow for a majority vote and make the decision more objective.”

Mr. Jones frowned, validating Pippa’s concerns that he wanted to make the decision, rather than leave it to the horse.

So, she was surprised when Bryce McCloud said, “I think that’s a fair way to do it. Who will the third person be?”

“Drew,” Pippa suggested. “Drew Baker helps take care of the horses,” she explained.

“If you’re O.K. with that then so am I, Mr. Jones.”

The short man nodded his head – begrudgingly, she noticed. “But don’t forget – you still have to come up with the extra money, Pippa.”

“Yes, Mr. Jones.” Where am I going to find it?

Bryce McCloud said, “I think we should put this agreement in writing, don’t you? After getting the assent of the other two people, of course.”

Pippa was impressed with his desire to make this above board. “Yes,” she agreed, “we need to make this formal.”

Mr. Jones nodded. “I’ll print out something for everyone to sign.”

“Great!” said Mr. McCloud. “You’re riding Ivan today, Ms. Rawlings, so I’ll come back tomorrow.”

He shook hands with Mr. Jones and Pippa, who noticed what a firm grip he had. 

An orange and white rough-coated Jack Russell was hanging its head out of the window as he drove away in a black Audi TT coupe with the number plate ‘McCloud.’

She thought, How pretentious! but at least ‘In God We Trust’ was written along the top. That was one point in the man’s favor.

Mr. Jones stood next to her. “I’m sorry it’s come down to this, Pippa. I wish I didn’t have to sell Ivan.”

“Are you going to sell any other horses?”

“Unless I can get some more boarders, then yes, I’m afraid so.”

“Which ones might be for sale?”

Mr. Jones smiled. “Does that mean you’re willing to think about letting Mr. McCloud have Ivan and you’ll consider another horse?”

“No, I was thinking about what other horses that man could pick instead of mine.”

“He’s not yours, Pippa.”

“Not yet. But he soon will be.”

“All I can say is, may the best man win.”

Pippa raised her eyebrows.

“I mean, of course, may the best person win. Now I must chat with Barrie and Drew and get that document organized asap.” He hurried off.

Pippa walked back to Ivan’s stall to kiss his nose and give him a treat.

“Choose me, Ivan, please!”
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Chapter Two: Schemes and Dreams
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Monday, 1st November

Pippa had to admit to being a little overawed by Bryce McCloud in person: he did have a strong presence. But watching him drive off in his fancy car filled her with indignation. If he could afford that vehicle, he couldn’t be that hard up!

All day at work she’d been looking forward to her lesson on Ivan and expecting to do so for the foreseeable future. But that man had calmly walked into the barn and destroyed her world.

She’d moved here two and a half years ago to get away from a previous crushing defeat and now history was repeating itself.

Horrible memories intruded, which she was powerless to repel. 

Arriving at the church on her wedding day, fashionably late and giddy with happiness, only to be told the groom hadn’t shown up.

Anxiety that he’d had an accident gave way to utter humiliation when she received a text from Tony saying he couldn’t go through with the wedding. He was very sorry, but their marriage would be a lie. He was in love with someone else and could no longer pretend otherwise.

A text message? He couldn’t have told her this in person – before today? The abject coward!

Ivan pulled his head away from her overly strong caresses on his forehead.

“I’m sorry! I didn’t realize I was being so rough. It’s all that Tony’s fault!” She pulled a treat from her jacket pocket. “Hope this makes up for it.”

The chestnut took the proffered piece of apple and Pippa leaned against the stall door to let him eat in peace while she mulled over her situation.

First, she’d lost her bridegroom to another woman she hadn’t known existed – until Tony’s revelation that he’d been two-timing her – and now she was about to lose her horse (yes, Ivan was her horse) to another man! It was all too depressing.

Suddenly she understood her feeling of betrayal by Ivan for getting along with McCloud. She regarded herself as being two-timed – the horse was seeing someone else behind her back.

With an embarrassed laugh she told the horse, “I’m such an idiot, Ivan! You had nothing to do with it. You couldn’t very well refuse to let that man ride you. After all, you get ridden by a lot of people. I apologize.”

She straightened her shoulders. 

You got through that terrible time when you could do nothing about it. But this time it’s different. You can do something!

She asked herself her two favorite questions: How badly do you want it? and What are you going to do about it?

When Tony left her, she desperately wanted to get over him and devised a strategy to achieve it.

That plan gave her something to concentrate on besides her unhappiness and led her to move to the fabulous resort area of Hilton Head. Then she began taking riding lessons. 

She’d wanted a horse since she was little, but her parents couldn’t afford to buy one. Now she would learn to ride and save up for a horse of her own.

After researching the cost of horses similar to Ivan, she had a sum in mind to suggest to the barn owner when she reached it. Until then she wasn’t going to say anything in case the little man laughed at her.

And now it was too late. She should have said something sooner, and reserved Ivan for herself. Although would it really have made a difference? As soon as Mr. McCloud came along, Mr. Jones would have given immediate preference to the famous dressage rider over an insignificant riding pupil.

This line of thinking helped Pippa be less angry with herself. Inevitably she would have ended up in the same place, so there was no use beating herself up over it.

She asked herself once again, how badly did she want Ivan and what was she going to do about it?

There were two things she needed to address: the first was getting the extra money; the second, equally important, was getting Ivan to prefer her over that McCloud man.

Her lesson was in fifteen minutes. She placed the chestnut in the crossties and pondered on the first problem while grooming him. 

By the time she was fetching the saddle and bridle from the tack room, she’d decided to ask for a bank loan. Her car was paid for and she could put it up as collateral. Yes, that should work. 

She placed the saddle pad on the horse’s back, ensuring it was a little way up his withers, and placed the saddle gently over the pad before sliding both down into the sweet spot on Ivan’s back. Raising the center of the pad into the gullet of the saddle to prevent pressure sores, she worried about how she was going to get Ivan to prefer her.

As she attached the girth, she reasoned that she couldn’t compete with McCloud’s riding, but maybe the horse would be happier to see her than the famous man if she picked the right treats?

With that settled in her mind, she put brushing boots on Ivan’s four legs and the over reach boots around his front hooves. Next, she pulled the bridle off the hook and placed the reins over the horse’s head, before unclasping the ties and removing his halter. She placed the bit gently in the chestnut’s mouth and drew the headpiece over his ears.

The horse turned his head round and Pippa laughed. “Yes, buddy, I have a treat for you.”

She liked to reward him for letting her put on the bridle by giving him a piece of apple, and the horse had become used to this routine.

Good, she thought, I can be sure that Mr. McCloud doesn’t do this. My turn to be smug!

She tightened the girth a little, pulled the reins over Ivan’s head and led him out into the outdoor arena.

The weather was perfect. The morning had started off a little cool – it was, after all, fall – but the sun had quickly warmed up the day and at 76 degrees the temperature was just right for riding.

Barrie, her instructor, walked into the arena just as she was mounting Ivan at the block in the corner.

The wonderful thing about her lessons was that they allowed no room for thinking about anything other than how to correctly execute the movements. 

This afternoon was no exception. Although she began slumped in the saddle because of the bad news she’d just received, that soon changed.

Her full attention was now on everything Barrie was telling her. Right away her trainer told her to sit up straight with her shoulders back, her elbows bent and the balls of her feet resting on the stirrups.

The mere fact of sitting up properly gave Pippa a sense of control. Soon she enjoyed the feeling of moving in harmony with Ivan as she followed Barrie’s guidance in posting trot and from there to sitting trot.

She rode in large figures of eight, changing rein frequently to maintain even balance on both directions, then brought the horse down to walk for a brief rest.

Pippa’s big bugbear was right lead canter, and right now all she could think about was how to crack it.

She listened attentively to Barrie as she was told to pick up the reins and ask the chestnut to sitting trot on the right rein. Then she was told to place her weight more on her right hip bone and put her left leg behind the girth while applying pressure with her inside right leg.

The first couple of times Ivan simply quickened his trot strides, but Barrie had Pippa rebalance the horse and not worry about those failures. “They’re simply teaching you what not to do. Just before you ask for canter, while you’re still in trot, move your seat as if you were already cantering.”

The pupil did as she was told, and Ivan transitioned into a smooth right lead canter.

Pippa was overjoyed.

“See, you can do it!” Barrie beamed. “Now bring him back to trot and do that again.”

Her confidence growing, Pippa had no difficulty getting the right lead canter a second and third time. She’d finally cracked it. 

At the end of the forty-five minutes she dismounted the Oldenburg and put her arms around his neck. “Thank you, Ivan, thank you! You’re the best!”

Barrie congratulated her. “Well done! That’s the most effort I’ve ever seen you put into your riding.” 

Unwilling to explain the reason behind her sudden burst of energy, she thanked her instructor and led Ivan back to the cross-ties.

While untacking and brushing Ivan down she set her mind to rehearsing the upcoming conversation with her bank manager to borrow the extra money before the end of this month.

She was annoyed that Mr. McCloud was coming back to ride Ivan tomorrow. But she’d been riding the horse for two whole years. The chestnut was accustomed to her and that had to be an advantage.

Walking down the aisle, Barrie stopped to ask, “Was that Bryce McCloud talking to you and Mr. Jones earlier?”

“Yes.” Pippa sighed. She’d been hoping to avoid the sore topic.

“What on earth was he doing here?”

Pippa hesitated for a moment. “I’d better let Mr. Jones tell you. He needs to talk to you about Ivan anyway. But let me ask you, Barrie, do you think Ivan likes me?”

“What kind of question is that? Of course, he likes you!” The kindly brunette peered at Pippa.  “Don’t you think he does?”

“I think he does, but I need to know it.”

Barrie looked confused.

“You’ll know what I mean after Mr. Jones has talked to you.”

“O.K.”

Pippa had a sudden thought. “Barrie, I need to have a lesson every other time I ride, please.”

“What’s brought this on?” She gave her student a sideways glance.  “Don’t tell me, I need to talk to Mr. Jones, right?’

“Right. Thanks for your understanding. It’s a bit complicated.”

“No problem. Shall I put you down for 3 p.m. on Friday, 5th?”

“Yes, please.”

“See you then. Now I’m off to see Mr. Jones to get this mystery cleared up!”

Pippa gave her a wan smile, but felt sick inside. Her earlier confidence was quickly evaporating and she was no longer sure Barrie would root for her in the Battle for Ivan. She seemed just as star struck with the McCloud man as Mr. Jones. There was still Drew Baker’s help to enlist, but he probably wouldn’t go against his employer’s wishes.

It occurred to her that she may not have chosen the best people to help her in this situation, but there was no going back now.

Rushing to her car, she phoned the bank just before it closed to make an appointment with the manager. 

As soon as she got home, she opened her laptop to research the healthiest and tastiest horse treats.

This was war, and she intended to win.
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Chapter Three: Watching Bryce Ride
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Tuesday, 2nd November

Pippa called Mr. Jones the following morning to find out if Drew Baker was willing to assist with the decision over Ivan. He said that the barn help was fine with it and she then asked what time Mr. McCloud was riding Ivan. 

“I’m expecting him around 1:30. Why?”

“I’d like to see him ride.”

“We can all learn a lot from watching that man,” came the irritating reply.

“Yes, that’s what I’m hoping to do,” she lied.

“Excellent! We’ll see you then.”

Her appointment with the bank wasn’t until 3 p.m., which allowed her to visit the barn and observe The Great Man ride beforehand.

She worked through her lunch break and drove to Pecan Plantation, trying not to pray that Mr. McCloud would fall and hurt himself – but only because it was a very unchristian sentiment.

The small lot was full and she had to park on the grass verge. 

As she walked past the flashy black Audi, the Jack Russell poked his head out of the passenger window with his tongue hanging out. 

His stubby tail was wagging furiously and she could hardly get mad at the animal for belonging to the enemy, so she went up to him. “Hello, little man!” She scratched behind his ears. “You’re a good-looking guy, do you know that?” The dog cocked his head to one side. “I have to go. See you later.”

The outdoor riding area was on the far side of the barn. She walked down the aisle and through the back doors to be greeted by an unusual sight.

Draped over the arena rails was every woman who rode or boarded her horse at Pecan Plantation Equestrian Center. Her heart sank when she saw Mr. McCloud and Ivan floating across the sandy riding area. 

That was the only verb to describe the perfect partnership between the two of them as they performed movements Pippa had never seen before. 

Now she understood the reason for the gaggle of spectators. 

Her earlier determination to win Ivan waned. She was even more disheartened when she spotted Barrie at the far end. Her instructor was definitely going to want this superstar to buy him!

But one thing her horrible experience with Tony had taught her was to use life’s disappointments as teaching moment – and here was another opportunity to learn.

Swallowing hard, she approached her trainer. “Hi, Barrie! Do you mind explaining to me what Mr. McCloud is doing with Ivan, please? It’s all new to me.”

Barrie was happy to describe them to Pippa as travers, renvers, shoulder-in and half-pass in trot.

Then the Great Man rode Ivan across the diagonal in an extended trot. Ivan’s forelegs reached out in front of him at almost 90 degrees to the ground with his hind legs reaching far underneath his stomach.

Mr. McCloud made it look so effortless!

“But Ivan hasn’t done any of this before! How’s he getting
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