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A coward is incapable of exhibiting love;
it is the prerogative of the brave.
– Mahatma Gandhi
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It has been pointed out before that romance novels tend to focus on the young, as if love were somehow the exclusive province of those who haven’t yet reached middle age.

Happily, there is a growing fiction genre that embraces the romantic adventures of older persons, and I’m pleased to add my body of work to it.

My hero and heroine are in their 50s. Their tale is of missed opportunities, second chances and the inevitable roller coaster of life with horses.

Fulton and Emma from “Saving Prophecy” return in this book, as their story is still unfolding.

A Horsey Note

The devastating diagnosis of ERU for Dinny’s mare is the same as for my husband’s horse. Equine Recurring Uveitis leads to blindness overnight if not treated properly, and that is what we faced with Callow Double Clover, our beautiful 17 hand grey gelding.

The surgery is enormously expensive and only staves off the problem. The treatment plan I outline in this book follows the protocol I used in real life, and it completely cured our beloved horse. He was able to see perfectly until his death over ten years later.

If anyone reading this has, or knows of someone who has, a horse with ERU, please check the footnotes at the end of this book for resources on alternative therapies.

Happy reading and God bless!

Hilary

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/

P.P.S. If you enjoy this book, please would you consider leaving a review? Reviews are the lifeblood of authors and help spread the word about our work. 

If you didn’t like it, please contact me and let me know why. It will help me improve future books!
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Chapter One: Sinclair Island Bound
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Friday, October 16th

Dinny Dumont stepped out of her SUV onto the deck of The Diamond Packet. Blissfully unaware of it, the widow was about to face her cowardice of twenty-nine years ago. 

She was on the last stage of her trip from Aiken to Sinclair Island, to be maid of honor at the wedding of her friend Emma Campbell to Fulton Sinclair.

The vehicle she’d driven onto the ferry was no longer the pretentious Jaguar her husband had bought her. 

After J.E.’s death four years ago, she’d traded it for a Ford Explorer. It fitted her new status as a horse owner and accommodated all her equestrian paraphernalia. 

J.E. was undoubtedly rolling in his expensive grave: he disliked horses and would never let her have one.

I hope you can forgive me, Dinny told him yet again. 

She leaned against the ferry’s aft railings, listening to the loud rumble of the diesel engines as they propelled the vessel away from the quay.

Seagulls screamed untidily above the churning wake and Hilton Head Island slowly faded into the horizon. 

Salt spray assaulted Dinny’s carefully styled grey-blond hair. But no one on this boat would care one whit what she looked like: at 51 she was invisible, despite her 5’8” height.

The thought made her sad. But the boat picked up speed and a liberating wind buffeted her, reminding her that she was no longer under J.E.’s thrall. She answered to no one except God and a huge smile spread across her features. 

Shortly before the ferry docked, she checked her face in the Explorer’s rear-view mirror. Her skin was glowing and a quick brush brought her hair somewhat under control.

She drove off The Diamond Packet into a charming town square with buildings only one story high. Following instructions, she set off along the northwest road to Emma’s house, passing a buffer of marshland along the shore of Sinclair Sound on her right.

To her left, Diamond Hill rose imposingly in the center of the island. Its slopes were covered in trees, many of them dripping with Spanish moss: pines, oaks, palmetto trees and southern magnolias. Farther south than Aiken, the leaves hadn’t yet begun to turn. 

Three miles later she drove by a fine-looking horse property with what Emma had explained were the burnt remnants of Fulton’s barn. Next came Emma’s own house and four-stall stables.

Among the three grazing horses, Dinny recognized Prophecy, the pretty black mare Fulton had taken away from Annabelle at Pinpoint Stables. The little herd looked content and the whole scene was sublime; no wonder the bride-to-be was happy here.

Followed by a black Labrador, Emma came out of the house. She was shorter than Dinny and in her early thirties, with red-brown hair falling in soft waves just below the shoulders.

Her blue eyes were bright with excitement. “You made it! And that ferry trip has really brought color to your cheeks.”

Dinny got out of her vehicle and grinned. “It was pretty exhilarating.”

The two hugged and Emma said, “Come inside and let me show you around.”  But the black dog remained in sit, looking up at the visitor. “I forgot to introduce you. This is Bonnie. I adopted her when I moved here, and it’s one of the best things I ever did.”

“Hi, Bonnie.” Dinny stroked the dark head and the animal’s tail wagged slowly at the attention.

“Come on in.” Emma led her guest to the spare bedroom at the back of the house. The view was breathtaking: vivid green reeds spread beyond the paddocks to the sandy beach and smooth waters of the sound. White egrets flew leisurely across the scene, completing the idyll.

“It’s just gorgeous!” Dinny exclaimed.

“Isn’t it?” Emma pointed to the water. “That’s where Fulton and I take the horses swimming.”

“What a perfect life. You thoroughly deserve this after what Annabelle did to you.”

Emma laughed. “She did me a huge favor, getting me fired. I’d never have moved here and met Fulton if she hadn’t.”

“He really laid into her when he came to Pinpoint,” Dinny observed.  “Looked like there’s a history there.”

Emma filled her in on the details of how Fulton was dating Annabelle and bought Prophecy for her. But then the mare kicked him in the face and a richer man came along, and Annabelle’s interest in Fulton came to an abrupt halt.

“I wondered where he’d got that scar,” mused Dinny. “It shrouds him in mystery, doesn’t it?”

Her friend grinned. “I’ll tell him you said that. It’ll help

him believe it hasn’t disfigured him at all.”

“Not one bit.”

“Tell me,” Emma asked, “how are things at Pinpoint?”

Dinny confided that Annabelle was intolerable and the atmosphere at the barn was no longer comfortable. “We all avoid her as much as possible, but that’s difficult since she has a ton of horses and spends a lot of time there. I’ve been thinking about downsizing, too,” she added. “My house is way too big and both Becky and I need to move.”

Becky was Dinny’s beloved grey mare. Standing at 17 hands, the horse was as tall as her owner.

“Why not move here?” Emma suggested. “You can bring her to Sinclair Stables.”

The thought horrified Dinny. “But this is so remote!”

“That’s the huge attraction.”

“What about vets? Farriers? Doctors? All that stuff.” This sounded far too risky.

“We have a doctor at the island hospital and the staff at Sinclair Stables can handle routine horse problems. A semi-retired farrier lives in Diamond Town. He’s very happy doing the island horses, and there’s a vet not far away on the mainland.”

“How does he or she get here? By helicopter?” She wanted to tell Emma about Becky’s worrying eye condition, but the eve of her wedding was not the right time.

“By ferry. In an emergency, we can fetch him with Fulton’s boat.” 

Dinny knew full well living on Sinclair Island wouldn’t work for her mare. The horse needed a vet way closer than a boat ride away. “I don’t know, it’s a lot to think about.”

Emma smiled. “Sure, it is, but from my experience, it’s well worth it.”

“Don’t you get tired of seeing the same old people?”

Emma’s smile broadened. “I’m glad I see the same person every day.”

Dinny grinned. “Good point. Anyway, enough about me. You’re getting married tomorrow.”

The bride-to-be beamed as she showed off her wedding dress. 

She then went over the next day’s order of events, and explained where in the chapel Dinny would be sitting and that she would be handed the bride’s bouquet to hold until the end of the wedding.

“I hope you don’t mind,” Emma added apologetically, “but we’ve kept things very simple. We decided not to have a bachelor or hen party and we also didn’t want a rehearsal dinner tonight. 

“There are no parents to introduce and most of us already know each other. But there’ll be plenty of time to socialize at the reception.”

Dinny smiled encouragingly. “I’m all for keeping things simple. It means I get to spend more time with you and I think I’ll manage to find my pew tomorrow.”

“Thanks, Dinny!”

They were interrupted by a knock on the front door.

It was Emma’s brother Drew. He had the same cinnamon colored hair and light blue eyes as his sibling. “I’ve just been to check on Fulton to make sure he really wants to go through with marrying my little sister,” he said. “I gave him every opportunity to duck out, but he’s too stubborn to admit he’s making a terrible mistake.”

Emma elbowed him in the side and Dinny laughed.

This was going to be a fun wedding.
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Chapter Two: The Shock
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Saturday, October 17th

Bright sunshine heralded a glorious day the next morning and Dinny awoke feeling wonderfully refreshed. 

Standing in her bathrobe by the window, she watched numerous tiny birds flitting over the marshes while beyond them cruised ponderous pelicans, occasionally diving into the water to retrieve a wriggling fish.

The scene was mesmerizing, but it was time to check on the bride.

Last night, after her brother left, Emma related how her tumultuous affair with Fulton had almost ended in disaster several times. 

“We were falling in love, but for a long while neither of us realized it was mutual,” she said. “It’s only when we went to the chapel to talk to God separately, and – as it turned out – at the same time, that we discovered the truth. God does work in mysterious ways, doesn’t he?”

Dinny nodded. “Fulton sounds like a wonderful man and I’m sure you’ll be very happy together.”

Emma’s eyes had sparkled at those words, but today, bad wedding jitters were attacking her.

Dinny reassured her. “Marriage is a sacrament between a man and a woman, ordained by God. He brought you together and wants you to be united in matrimony. You’re fulfilling His plan.”

At that a slow smile spread across her friend’s pretty face. “You’re right. This is God’s plan for Fulton and me.”

Later Dinny drove Emma to the salon at Chloe’s Retreat Hotel to get their hair done.  Back at the house she gave her a modest glass of white wine to calm her nerves and a small bite to eat, before they retired to their rooms to dress for the wedding.

Worried about looking like the mother of the bride, Dinny was equally afraid of dressing too young for her age. 

She wasn’t a spring chicken. But neither was she a washed-up has-been, despite her bereavement. She needed an outfit befitting this uncategorized in-betweenness, and finally found a long sleeveless dress covered in sequined lace. 

In the privacy of Emma’s spare room, she now stepped into the light pink gown. Around her shoulders she draped the short cape in sheer pink material with a diamanté neck line, and placed matching pastel pumps on her feet.

With trepidation, she stepped in front of the long mirror on the bathroom door. Reflected back was a tall and elegant lady, in a robe of shimmering rose that flattered her natural curves and endowed her with an ephemeral quality. 

She’d taken great care with her makeup. The lines around her dark brown eyes appeared softer against the backdrop of delicate material. Her once sun-blonde hair, now technically ‘ash-blonde,’ normally fell to her shoulders in soft curls, but today was swept back loosely into a faux diamond comb, with wispy locks hanging in tendrils by her temples. The effect was pleasing and a smile played around her glossed lips. 

She walked into the kitchen, trying to keep Bonnie from brushing black hairs against her.

A few minutes later Emma appeared and Dinny gasped. Her friend looked divine in a white satin gown with strapless bodice, full-length skirt, lace décolleté and lace sleeves. 

“Oh, Emma, he’s going to fall in love with you all over again!”

The bride’s face was suffused with delight. “Thank you, Dinny. Thank you for everything.” 

She was holding a tiara attached to a long bridal train draped over her arm.  “Could you help me with this?” 

Dinny secured the sparkling diadem to Emma’s immaculate coiffure and stood back to admire the effect. 

“Stunning!” she pronounced.

Emma looked ecstatic.

A loud rap on the front door told them that Drew, their chauffeur, had arrived.

He and Dinny held the train as the bride stepped into the back seat of her brother’s white Range Rover.

Ten minutes later at the chapel of St. Augustine, Dinny and Drew helped her out of the vehicle.

“Ready, sis?” her brother asked, taking Emma’s hand and drawing it through his arm, as their father would have done had he been alive to give her away.

She looked at her friend and then Drew with a beaming smile. “Yes, very ready!”

Dinny held the bride’s long veil as the siblings walked ahead of her up the short path to the chapel entrance. There she left them and entered the building alone. 

An usher handed her a leaflet containing the order of service and escorted her up the aisle to her seat in the front pew on the left.

Pulling a hymnal from the wooden pocket in front of her, she found the entrance hymn, then peeked across the aisle. Fulton was looking outrageously handsome in a morning suit, and that scar on his left cheek gave him a rakish air.

Part of the best man’s sleeve was visible on his other side and she was glad Fulton had moral support.

The organ struck up the music and Dinny began to sing as Reverend Kelson positioned himself on the bottom step of the altar.

Emma drew alongside and gave her bouquet to the maid of honor, who took the flowers and watched Drew hand his sister to a beaming Fulton. 

The couple stepped forwards, leaving the best man in full view.

Dinny’s eyes widened in shock.

He was Grant Russell, her ex-fiancé, standing as tall as ever with the same determined jawline. The laugh lines around his mouth were deeper and his full head of once-brown hair was greying, like hers, but it was unmistakably him.

He glanced over and she saw a flicker of recognition in his clear blue eyes.

Cheeks blushing fiercely and hands trembling around Emma’s bouquet, she stared resolutely ahead. 
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Chapter Three: The After Tremor
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Saturday, October 17th

Dinny spent the service trying to catch glimpses of Grant without him noticing. But their eyes met more than once, igniting painful emotions.

Her nerves were at snapping point by the time she stood outside the chapel with Drew and his family. She felt sick and fervently hoped Grant would ignore her, yet prayed he wouldn’t. 

Supposing he did speak to her? What would she say?

The newly-weds made their way down the path through showers of confetti and turned to wave at their well-wishers. Glowing with pride and happiness, Fulton helped his beautiful bride into the gleaming pick-up. It was decked out in streamers and tin cans, with “Just Married” painted in white on the windows, and the couple drove off to their reception pursued by a loud clatter.

Dinny was congratulating Emma’s little niece and nephew on jobs well done as flower girl and ring bearer, when Grant’s familiar aftershave wafted behind her and she felt a touch on her sleeve.

Rigid with panic, she turned.

Grant’s face was serious but his eyes were twinkling. “Hello, Dinny.” He grinned mischievously. “What brings you to this tiny island?”

“I’m Emma’s maid of honor.”

“So I see. But how do you two know each other?”

“Emma was the manager at the barn where I keep my horse.”

“You have a horse, now?”

Dinny smiled at the thought of Becky. “Yes, she’s a lovely grey mare and – “

“There you are, Grant!” a woman’s voice said and a manicured hand wrapped itself around his elbow. “Hi,” said the attractive apparition of about her own age. “I’m Laurie.” 

She was shorter, with dark hair in a pixie style that exaggerated her igh cheek bones, and a pretty mouth. 

Suddenly Dinny felt a frump.

“Laurie, this is Dinny Dumont,” said Grant smoothly. “She was married to my former boss in Aiken. Dinny, this is my girlfriend, Laurie Chester.”

Girlfriend? Not married, after all these years? Maybe divorced, then?

Worried he might see the questions in her eyes, she quickly said, “I’m very pleased to meet you, Laurie. And now I must find my ride to the reception.” With a fleeting smile, she stepped swiftly away from the crowd, longing to be anywhere but here.

Seeing Grant was a terrible shock and she just wanted to be alone.

If only she’d brought her own car, she could drive away. But she had to go to the reception whether she liked it or not – and it would mean sitting at the same table as her ex-fiancé and his girlfriend. 

As expected, it was torture. 

She sat next to Emma, painfully aware of Grant and Laurie sitting on the other side of Fulton, and trying to steal glimpses of them to assess their level of commitment to each other.

It’s none of my business! Why do I even care?

But there was no denying the ache in her soul as she watched him twirl around the floor with Laurie, once Fulton and Emma had completed their first dance as man and wife. 

The only consolation was that he glanced at her from time to time over Laurie’s shoulder. Her heart lurched at the sight of his once dear face and she’d give anything to know what he was feeling. 

As she danced with some of the older men, she wished each of them was Grant. 

She was grateful when Drew tapped her on the arm to say his wife and children were retiring to their hotel room for the night, and he was ready to take her back to Emma’s house whenever it suited her.

It suited her to leave immediately and he looked happy with that answer. She pecked Emma on the cheek and hugged Fulton before going. “Enjoy your honeymoon!”

“Don’t leave the island tomorrow before checking out Sinclair Riding Stables, Dinny,” Emma said.

“O.K. fine, but don’t expect me to rush down here with Becky any time soon.”

Fulton grinned. “We’ll see.”
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Chapter Four: Sinclair Stables
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Saturday, October 17th - evening

Dinny was glad of the bottle of white wine in Emma’s fridge, and poured herself a glass as soon as she got back to the house. 

The reception was in full swing when she left. Had Grant noticed her absence and felt at least a tiny twinge of regret? It was selfish of her, after everything she’d put him through, but she longed to know she wasn’t the only one in turmoil over their brief reunion. 

Lord, I need your assistance!

Tomorrow was Sunday and Emma had told her the little chapel held services at 9 and 11 o’clock. Attending one of them would give Dinny the perfect opportunity to talk to God in more depth, for somehow the formal setting made her feel He really was present.

She took her wine glass into the bedroom and packed her clothes. Immediately after attending the 9 a.m. service and fulfilling her promise to Emma to pay a visit to Sinclair Stables, she’d be ready to leave the island. 

She should be able to catch the noon ferry and be home in Aiken by late afternoon.

Having a plan of action soothed her nerves while she got ready for bed. But when she lay her head on the pillow, she couldn’t banish images of Grant dancing with his arms around the petite brunette.

That could have been me.

Sunday, October 18th

Early the next morning, she watched through the kitchen window as Emma and Fulton drove off in the festooned  truck, minus the tin cans, to catch the ferry on the first leg of their European trip. 

The staff from Sinclair Stables would take care of the horses while the newly-weds were on their romantic cruise down the Danube. 

Dinny couldn’t help comparing it to her own week with J.E. in New Orleans.  

When she’d told her new husband that she was unable to sleep in that city of 24/7 loud music, his response had been, “Who needs sleep? We’re on our honeymoon!” and his weary bride had forced a smile.

It occurred to Dinny that she’d often done that – pretended everything was fine. She banished the thought; it was uncharitable of her and J.E. was dead.

Grant, on the other hand, was very much in the land of the living and it was hard, knowing that at this very moment he was less than three miles away.

I need to get to the chapel.

Fifteen minutes early for the service, she sat in a pew towards the back of the medieval-inspired building she’d visited only yesterday.

But during the wedding service, she’d failed to notice the layered granite walls, punctuated by stained-glass windows depicting the eleven Apostles and St. Augustine. 

She appreciated the reverent atmosphere and pulled down the kneeler.  Resting her knees on the soft maroon cushioning, with her elbows on the backrest of the pew in front, she contemplated the large cross hanging behind the altar before covering her face with her hands.

Lord, why did you bring me here to meet J.E.’s enemy and be attracted to him all over again? He was stealing from his boss – I had to leave him! Why are you stirring up old feelings in me? Is this some kind of punishment?

Yet why did she feel guilty? Grant should feel shame, not her. He didn’t even defend himself when Dinny confronted him with J.E.’s accusations. Only a guilty person would behave like that.

I’m only drawn to him because I’m widowed and lonely and he’s a familiar face from the past, she reasoned. I’ll get over him quickly.

This conclusion gave her a measure of calm. Soon she’d stop thinking about Grant and get back to normal life. 

Thank you, Lord.

When the service was over, she drove to Sinclair Stables on the west side of the island per Emma’s request, to check out a possible new home for Becky. She’d at least ask what the boarding rates were. Then she’d be free to catch the ferry and drive home to tomorrow’s results of Becky’s blood test.

The weather was warmer here than in Aiken, and she enjoyed the island views along the way to the horse facility. 

A mile past Emma’s house, she saw the Sinclair Stables sign and followed the short drive to a neat 12 stall barn, surrounded by green paddocks with grazing horses. Several more were in the aisle cross-ties, being groomed and tacked up, and as she approached them, Dinny heard their owners’ happy chatter. 

Beyond the exit on the far side of the barn, a few riders were visible in the outdoor sand arena.

Even from this distance, she could see some good horsemanship and looked forward to watching close up and perhaps learning a thing or two.

After navigating the maze of equines in the aisle, she emerged at the other end and leaned on the wooden arena fence. 

A flashy chestnut mare caught her eye. Her rider was executing an impressive zig-zag of trot half-passes down the center line and Dinny wished she knew how to get Becky to do them.

Then a big grey gelding cantered towards her, extending his stride down the long side of the arena. She admired the rider’s boldness in lengthening the animal’s reach over the ground and his faith that the horse would slow down when asked. If Dinny attempted the same movement, Becky would probably take off.

She’d been concentrating so hard on the horse that she only saw the rider was Grant when he collected the animal in the corner and transitioned him softly down to a walk without seeing her.

Patting the big horse’s neck, he brought the animal a few feet in, as arena etiquette requires, allowing riders moving in a faster gait to use the outside track unimpeded.

Dinny had decided now was a good time to leave, when Grant’s horse whipped his head around to swat a fly off his left flank. He tried to straighten his neck, but the rein was caught around Grant’s left spur and boot. 

Stuck in this unnatural position the gelding panicked, and pulled his rider’s leg forwards. The horse was leaning dangerously to the right and threatening to lose his balance.

Dinny knew he was about to fall over and take Grant with him.

She had to do something.

She ducked between the fence boards and power-walked to the animal’s head, aware that running behind him would make things worse. 

Grabbing the crown piece firmly, she yanked the whole bridle off in one swift movement.

The surprised gelding righted himself and shook his head.

Dinny unwrapped the rein from around Grant’s left stirrup and was unsure what the horse would do next. A loose rein around his neck wouldn’t be enough to stop him if he took off, and Grant would be at the animal’s mercy.

She placed the crown piece over the horse’s nose, applying pressure and praying it was sufficient to keep him from bolting. 

Then she quickly undid the bridle’s throat latch and noseband.

“Be careful, Dinny!” Grant said hoarsely, deftly dismounting. He stood squarely in front of his horse, next to her. “Let me help you.”  

She removed the bridle from the grey’s muzzle and handed it to his owner.

Wordlessly they swapped sides. Dinny
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