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Disclaimer

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

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

This book is not intended as a substitute for the medical advice of physicians. The reader should regularly consult a physician in matters relating to his/her health and particularly with respect to any symptoms that may require diagnosis or medical attention.
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On 16th December 2014, I published a blog post on my Christian Tales site entitled St. Jude & Ulcerative Colitis. It recounts my son’s diagnosis with this devastating disease, and the steps he took to achieve remission without the use of drugs and their horrible side effects – one of which is ulcerative colitis!

As he valiantly fought to get his life back, I prayed incessantly to that patron saint of lost causes, St. Jude, for his intercession on my son’s behalf. My pleas did not fall on deaf ears: St. Jude really came through for us.

I continue to be astounded at the number of hits for that post. More than a year later it is still by far the most popular thing I’ve ever written.

Which tells me that many people suffer from this embarrassing disease – or another inflammatory bowel disease (IBD), such as Crohn’s – and are desperate to achieve remission and healing.

I wrote this novella after witnessing how strong and self-disciplined my son became while battling his debilitating illness.  It inspired me to write a story where the protagonist has ulcerative colitis (UC) and is, as far as I know, the only cool guy in fiction with an autoimmune disease!

This tale is inspired by real events. If you or someone you know has an IBD such as UC or Crohn’s, I hope Riding Out the Devil gives them optimism about achieving remission. And please read the information at the end for more help in overcoming your symptoms. 

Enjoy!

Hilary at Rubesca4@gmail.com
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Chapter One: A Phone Call
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The black gelding side-stepped vehemently as Jack rode him past the tarpaulin.

Gusts of wind blew underneath the blue plastic, draped over the shavings bay outside the arena. The crackling surface ballooned menacingly and threatened to take flight over the terrified animal.

Two days ago, Rolando’s owner had brought his horse to Jack because the Thoroughbred was afraid of his own shadow.

Assessing him with his owner in the saddle, Jack had noticed how the rider clamped with his legs and yanked upwards on the reins whenever the gelding became frightened.

He’d asked the man to ride past the bleachers beside the huge sand arena. Ten tiers high and made of metal, they reflected the sun so brightly that Rolando shied violently away from them. 

This earned him a sharp jerk in the mouth and a hard smack on the shoulder with the whip. “Quit that!” his owner yelled.

The horse threw his head in the air, eyes wild with fear. Jack had seen all he needed: the horse was as scared of his rider as of outside stimuli.

Today was Jack’s first session on the Thoroughbred: he’d deliberately chosen to ride in this windy weather, knowing the tarp would frighten the gelding. 

When the animal leapt away from it, Jack felt him tense again, expecting his rider’s wrath. It didn’t come. Jack acted as if nothing were amiss and asked the horse to continue trotting on the same circle.

The gelding’s relief was palpable. He softened in Jack’s hands and moved forwards.

Jack thought for the umpteenth time: It’s the owner I need to train, not the horse! 

At the fourth attempt, Rolando passed by the tarp with a mere twitch of an ear towards it. Jack was pleased: soon the horse would be ready for the next training phase.

His cell rang.

It is the curse of a horse trainer that he has to talk to his clients as well as ride their horses, and this often means answering the phone while on horseback. Patting Rolando, who hadn’t reacted to the ring tone, he pulled the cell out of its holster clipped to his breeches.

“Jack Harper speaking.”

“Hello, Jack. It’s been seventeen years today.” The quiet voice was unmistakable.

Her call came once every twelve months – far too often, in his opinion. Jack, it’s been one year now – five years now – ten years and on and on. When was it going to stop?

“Who cares? Let it go!” he snapped and hung up. 

At least he wouldn’t hear from her again for another twelve months.

She was crafty – calling from a different phone number every time. When each anniversary arrived, he’d answer the phone, having long forgotten about her. It was galling to be caught out like that.

He replaced the phone in its holster and picked up the reins. The break proved useful for Rolando: he rounded his back nicely, carrying Jack calmly past the tarp several more times.

Jack gently scratched the gelding’s high withers. “Good work, pal. Let’s go for a short trail ride.”

It had taken him the first four of his seventeen years in the U.S. to learn American equine lingo. In his native England, you went for a ‘hack’ when you took your horse into the countryside.

Yet he never lost the English accent so carefully cultivated at boarding school, where the monks rapped you on the knuckles if you didn’t make your bed correctly or were late for class or handed in untidy homework. Tough rules, but they taught him self-discipline.

He rode on a loose rein along a path through the woods. Rolando’s ears were pricked, alert for danger. Jack stroked the animal’s dark neck and sat deeper in the saddle, thinking about that phone call.  

He hated being reminded of how close the two of them had been before it all fell apart. She was still the only interesting woman who ever understood and accepted his situation.  Why did she have to intrude on his life every twelve months? The past was the past – it couldn’t be undone.

A startled deer took off into the bushes and Rolando raised his head in alarm, his body stiffening. “You’re fine, pal, that deer’s more afraid of you than you are of him. Trust me, buddy.” 

His mantra with a worried horse was forward – give the animal something else to focus on: he urged the gelding into a stronger walk.

But Rolando was reluctant to move so Jack flexed the horse to the left and asked for a lateral step to the right, away from the threat. The gelding complied and his body softened as he bent around Jack’s left leg. He was now listening to his rider and marched on with lowered neck.

It gratified Jack when a horse reacted so promptly to his cues. Being a Thoroughbred helped: the breed was usually very smart and Rolando fit the mold.

By the time the duo headed back to the barn, Jack was back in horse trainer mode and the phone call was already losing its power.
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Chapter Two: Another Phone Call
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Jack sat in his favorite armchair, holding a bottle of gluten free beer while Katie, the Golden Retriever, lay on his feet.

Felicia had left a container in the fridge for him to heat up for dinner. The house-keeper knew his dietary requirements inside out, and he could rely on her to cook only what he could safely eat.

The phone in his holster rang once more and Jack pulled it out, intending to make a note of the caller and get back to them after he’d had a few minutes to unwind.

But it was his dad, in England.

He frowned. His father never called. “Dad? Anything wrong?”

“Jack, it’s your mother. She had a heart attack last night and I’m afraid she didn’t make it. She died early this morning.”

Jack inhaled sharply. 

“Son?”

“I’m so sorry, Dad.” He knew what was coming next.

“It would be great if you could come home. I know how busy you are, and all that – “

Jack hesitated. He did not want to return to England. Mum was dead, and flying back wasn’t going to change that. 

Joseph Harper’s cracked voice said, “I understand if you’d rather not.” 

I’d much rather not! But Dad’s hurting, you heartless swine! 

He forced himself to ask, “When’s her funeral?”

It was going to be one of those Catholic affairs and Dad knew how much he loathed that religious crap.

“Friday.”

Jack knew his father hadn’t wanted to annoy his wayward son with two phone calls. Instead of calling as soon as his mother died, Joseph Harper had waited until after arranging the funeral with his precious Catholic church in order to tell him everything in one conversation.

Boy, was this inconvenient! Today was Monday and he had three horses in training, whose owners insisted that Jack personally work with them. Plus, they’d given him only two weeks to ‘fix’ them. 

People always expected quick miracles! They had no patience, which is why their horses developed problems in the first place...

Spinnet, an opinionated chestnut Trakhener mare, was a witch on the ground, kicking and biting and striking out. If only she’d been handled with sensitivity, instead of being brushed down hard, having the saddle slammed onto her back and the girth immediately buckled so tight she couldn’t breathe.

He so frequently wanted to scream, “Horses aren’t machines, people!”

The big flea bitten grey, Goliath, was refusing oxers and it was easy to see why. He was only five years old and already being rushed at 5’ 6” fences with wide spreads, because at 17 hands he looked more physically mature than he really was. What he needed was several months off jumping altogether followed by slow retraining. But Jack was having a hard time convincing his owner of that fact.

Finally, there was Rolando, but thankfully the gentle gelding was coming around fast. 

“You still there, son?” his father’s Gloucestershire accent cut into Jack’s thoughts. “Think you can make it back by Friday?”

“Um – ” Jack thought fast.

An overnight flight on Wednesday would give him two days to rearrange the horses’ training schedules and explain to the owners that this was a family emergency. He’d have to offer them a discount if they agreed to let his right-hand man Luca take on their horses in his absence.

His plane would land at London Heathrow on Thursday morning. After only one uncomfortable night with Dad, he could fly back the next evening after the funeral.

Knowing he would be flying home that same day would make the funeral Mass more bearable. 

“I’ll organize a flight and call you back with the details. Can you meet me at Heathrow?”

“Of course.” His father added brokenly: “And thank you, son.”

“Sure thing. Bye, Dad.”

Jack winced. His father shouldn’t feel the need to thank him for going home at this difficult time. 

He pressed the ‘End Call’ button in a daze. 

Mum was dead. 

Today had begun and ended with death. 
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Chapter Three: The Viewing
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Jack wasn’t hungry anymore. 

Katie followed him to the fridge, where he took out another beer even though his digestive system would pay for it later tonight.

He fetched the laptop and balanced it on his knees. The dog turned around three times next to his armchair before curling up on the thick rug, while he checked out British Airways flights to London on Wednesday. 

There was a 7:15 p.m. from Dulles arriving in Heathrow at 6:25 a.m. with a return flight at 11:30 p.m. the very next night. Just enough time to attend the funeral, console Dad as best he could, and get the hell out of Dodge.

Though pretty extensive, no way was the airline’s selection of ‘special meals’ going to cover all his dietary requirements. And he had to be extra careful: the stress of his mother’s death and going back to the U.K. would bring on a renewal of symptoms if he didn’t stick religiously to his regime.

This is exactly why I hate traveling!

Felicia would pack food for him that should meet TSA regulations, but just in case any security personnel got officious and difficult, he’d need to obtain a doctor’s certificate allowing him to carry his dinner and breakfast with him. This was a long flight and he was going to get hungry. He was always famished as it was.

He chose an aisle seat for the outgoing and incoming flight, flinched at the cost of the ticket, then pressed the ‘Book Now’ button.

He began to revamp the horses’ training schedules during his absence, but his thoughts kept straying to his mother.

He used logic to push her out of his head.

O.K. it’s sad that she’s dead, but she had a good long life. It wasn’t nearly long enough, but fulfilling. She really believed in God, and that faith helped her through the tough times.

But as he was rearranging horses and trainers on the daily spreadsheets, the words flashed through his head:

What about the life that ended before it began?

Hibernating in his brain for the past seventeen years, the disturbing question was now being raised by his mother’s death.

It’s grief over Mum, he rationalized. It’ll pass.

Jack pulled up the calendar for Wednesday, Thursday and Friday. Luca his manager would have to ride seven horses a day while his boss was gone. Maybe Frank, his under rider could take over a couple. He was dying for more responsibility.

Feeling better for having accomplished that important business and needing to counteract the effects of his second beer, Jack heated up Felicia’s meal.

Picking up his fork he suddenly visualized his mother saying grace, the way she had before every meal. Her presence in the room grew strong, as did her disappointment that he didn’t pray anymore.

Oh, Mum! 

She’d always hoped her son would return to the Catholic Church and never understood that church stuff got in the way of his busy life. 

Growing up, he’d endured enough Sunday Masses to last a life time, and wasn’t about to say grace just because she’d died. 

To distract himself, he pulled up emails on the laptop, sending the spam to trash and reading those from prospective clients.

It never ceased to surprise him how the same problems cropped up over and over again. 

By writing a book on how to deal with typical equine issues, he could solve 99% of the cases which came to him, without having to deal one-on-one with the people who’d caused the trouble in the first place.

But that would put him out of business. 

Thankfully owners thought their animal’s problems were unique and were happy to pay for Jack’s expertise in helping their ‘special’ horse overcome its issues. And who was he to argue with them? He enjoyed the process of improving the lives of troubled equines and, by default, the lives of their riders and handlers. 

His Welsh pony was responsible for his interest in training horses. 

Jack was thirteen years old when his parents bought Al Capone, who lived up to his namesake. Jack couldn’t count the number of times that beastly grey had dumped him during their years together.  Yet over time boy and equine developed a close relationship and Al Capone became a trustworthy mount.

Well-known at Pony Club rallies for having transformed his naughty equine from borderline dangerous into the envy of other riders, the little gelding became Jack’s first training success. Word spread, and soon he was the go-to guy for members with problem ponies.

His experience with those wily animals increased his confidence and expertise, and he progressed to full size equines. He’d been able to turn around every animal so far. 

But instinct told him this power over his environment was about to shift.

*
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Two days later Jack’s Evoque was sitting in the daily parking lot at Dulles airport while its owner stood in the security line, passport and boarding pass in hand. His mind was far away from the purpose of his visit: he was trying not to stress about being allowed to bring his own food.  

He needn’t have worried: the doctor’s note ensured his provisions made it through. 

He’d booked an aisle seat to save pestering his fellow passengers during the inevitable bathroom trips. And being on the end seat reduced potential embarrassment should those visits become frequent.

From his backpack he fished out a book he’d bought at the airport store, and settled down to read it during the flight attendant’s safety announcements. 

Soon the plane was gathering speed down the dark runway. It lifted off and banked sharply to the left, affording a view of D.C. across his two plump neighbors. Through the small round window, he could make out the National Mall, with the Capitol lit up at one end, the Lincoln Memorial at the other and the Washington Monument in the middle.

They gained height, moving eastwards, and Jack already longed to be flying home.

Just two days, he told himself. After the funeral and the inevitable reception, he would – mercifully – be on the return flight.

Half an hour later the passengers were free to move about the cabin and Jack happened to look up from his book. 

He frowned. The woman walking down the aisle towards him was the spitting image of his mother.

He wanted to grab her arm and say, ‘Mum! What are you doing here? I thought you were dead!’

The lady smiled at his puzzled face and continued past him. She was his mother’s age, with the same pleasant expression and self-assured bearing. 

They’d have been good friends, if they’d ever met.

It suddenly dawned on Jack that he would never see his mother alive again. She wouldn’t be at the airport to welcome him, and the next time he saw her she would be a corpse. 

Mum wouldn’t hug him anymore, or cook a meal for him with all the right ingredients, or show an interest in his horse-training. She wouldn’t let him know that she was praying for him to come back into the Church, or ask why he’d felt the need to go so far away...

A sharp pain gripped Jack’s chest and he squeezed his eyes shut.

Oh, Mum!

*
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With his U.K. passport out of date, Jack had flown on his U.S. one. The lines for non-residents were aggravatingly long and he waited an eternity for his luggage to emerge from the chute onto the carousel.

The combination of no sleep, seeing his mother’s double, and the immigration and customs process had put Jack in a foul mood by the time he made it through the electronic double doors separating the passengers from their greeters.

He rolled his suitcase behind him and scanned the crowd of expectant friends and relatives pressing against the railings. 

Where was his father? Was meeting your son at the airport once every seventeen years too much to ask?

He was wondering how to catch the Tube to London Paddington, where he could board a train to his parents’ town in the West Country, when he heard a familiar voice behind him. “Welcome back, son!”

Jack turned and faced a haggard figure he didn’t immediately recognize. The man smiled. “Yes, it’s me, Jack.” He raised his arms for a hug. 

Hiding his astonishment at the transformation in his father, Jack obliged – carefully, afraid to break his bones.

“Good to see you, Dad.” He meant it. His mother’s death had hit his old man hard and he didn’t look long for this world, either. It was a good thing Jack had come back.

Joseph Harper cleared his throat. “The car park is this way.”

Thirty minutes later they were motoring west along the M4. The journey was an hour and a half, and his father stuck religiously to the 70 mph speed limit. Jack wanted to scream, but reminded himself that on the roads back in Maryland he couldn’t take his own vehicle more than 60 mph. 

After an awkward silence, his dad said: “You still got that Nissan truck?”

“Sure do, Dad. I see this is a Nissan, too, but I don’t recognize the model.”

“It’s a Qashqai. I don’t think you have them in the U.S.”

They talked about cars for a while and then Mr. Harper said, “We need to talk about the funeral arrangements, son.”

Jack nodded.

“The viewing is at Our Lady of Sorrows Church, where your mother and I have been going for many years.” Joseph Harper cleared his throat again. “It’s from 7 p.m. to 9 p.m. The funeral Mass starts at 11 o’clock tomorrow.”

“O.K.”

The widower’s face expressed annoyance at the lack of grief in his son. But Jack wasn’t ready for displays of emotion. Why couldn’t Dad understand that?

Because he’s hurting, and needs to talk to someone who knew his wife almost as well as he did. That’s you, jackass.

“Didn’t you love your mother, son?” The voice was soft, almost inaudible.

Jack was unprepared for this. His thoroughly English family never brought up the L-word because it was understood that they felt the sentiment. It didn’t need discussing openly, for heavens’ sake!

“Of course I did, Dad.”

“Then aren’t you sorry she’s dead?”

Jack recalled his mother’s lookalike on the plane. “Yes, I am. Very. I just can’t talk about it.” 

“Alright, son, I won’t push it.”

And they continued in silence along the M4.
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Back at the Cotswold house where Jack grew up, his father was preparing a simple supper of minced chicken fried in olive oil with polenta and boiled cauliflower – ingredients he knew his son could eat. The dutiful son, having already laid out the knives and forks and napkins, now pretended to read the newspaper from his seat at the kitchen table while giving his father furtive looks.

The man had aged so much! When his parents visited him at his farm in Maryland five years ago both were in good health. His dad had even sat on Papa, Jack’s quiet paint and come out on a trail ride with his son.

It had been a rare opportunity for the two men to relax together, talking when they felt like it and not feeling uncomfortable during silences.

His father had patted Papa’s brown and white neck and grinned at Jack, who sat astride Bentley, his blue roan show-jumper, as they walked side by side on the dirt pathway.

Dad had said, “By the way, the name Papa suits this horse. He’s really taking care of me!” He’d looked around and added, “I can see the attraction of this kind of life. On horseback is a great way to see the countryside.”

Jack accepted the welcome comments as subtle validation of his career.

How had Dad become so old in such a short time? A tall man with a thick crop of grey hair and slim body, his father had been a pleasing reflection of Jack’s future image of himself at that age.

Now the man’s once smart clothes hung off him, and he walked with a stoop. 

Joseph Harper brought the food to the table and sat opposite his son. He reached out for Jack’s hand in a gesture familiar from the old days. Not wanting to upset him and in deference to his dead mother, Jack held it.

Dad first crossed himself then glanced up at Jack, who followed suit. “In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Bless us, O Lord, and these Thy gifts which we are about to receive from Thy bounty. Amen.”

Copying his father, Jack made the Sign of the Cross again and the two of them began to eat.

“This is really good, Dad. How long have you been cooking? As I recall, that was always Mum’s job.”

“Glad you like it, son. In retirement I decided to get more involved in the day-to-day stuff around here.”

There was a painful pause, which Jack felt obliged to fill.

“Mum was a terrific cook, wasn’t she?”

“Yes, she certainly was. And she was wonderful about finding what foods worked for you when you were diagnosed.”

“Yes. I’m very grateful to her for helping me get healthy enough to pursue my passion and make a good living out of it.”

They then quickly switched to neutral topics: how the neighborhood was becoming built up and everyone opposed the plans for the new shopping mall but as usual the county planners were prevailing, followed by a discussion on the price of petrol in the U.K. versus ‘gas’ in the U.S. 

Those issues occupied them through the meal, the washing up of dishes and the short drive to the viewing at Our Lady of Sorrows.

The grey stone church looked the same, and why wouldn’t it? Just because Jack had changed didn’t mean the church should. Although he really wished it would in certain areas. The Catholic Church’s unbending doctrines were driving so many young people away – he’d been one of them.

He followed his father through the large wooden door into the medieval building, where his nostrils picked up a familiar scent. 

An unmistakable aroma of incense wafted throughout the church and Jack surmised Benediction had recently taken place. Wisps of grey smoke still clung to the altar, over which shone a single light, casting a gentle glow upon his mother’s open coffin. 

Suspended high behind the altar, a candle flame flickered inside a tall red glass holder. If Jack’s memory served him correctly, this indicated that the Eucharist was reposing in the tabernacle on the back wall. God was – supposedly – present in this place.

Jack made out the feebly illuminated statue of Our Lady on the left wall of the apse and a dramatic sculpture of St. Michael slaying the dragon on the right. 

These life-sized icons looked down on him, reproving his treachery at leaving the Faith.

He peered up at the cold stone ribs supporting the arched ceiling. It was easy to imagine them recording, with chilly aloofness, every human deed in the pews below for inclusion in their daily reports to the Almighty.

Jack shivered. It was not good to be here again. 

His watch read five minutes to 7 p.m. and no other mourners were here. He dreaded walking up to the open casket: it would make his mother’s death real, and he wasn’t ready for that yet.

When would he be ready?

Never.

But if fragile dad was strong enough to view his dead wife, Jack must summon the same bravery.

Nevertheless, unsure of the protocol, he remained a few steps behind his father and observed the older man take hesitant, faltering steps towards the altar and stop short of the coffin.

Mr. Harper genuflected and made the Sign of the Cross before approaching Mrs. Catherine Harper where she lay in state. He then leaned over and kissed his wife of forty years good-bye. The son could see his father’s shoulders shaking.

Jack walked closer to the front of the church, then bowed to the altar – it would be hypocrisy to genuflect – and slid into a pew several rows back. 

His father needed time alone with Mum – and Jack needed time to think.

The weirdness of being inside a church again was distracting. It was alien to him. His world was real, this one was fake. How could his mother have been drawn to a church long irrelevant? 

It was painful to him, but maybe that’s what happened when you got older. Maybe Mum had felt irrelevant in a world which applauds youth and shunts out the previous generation? Perhaps she’d needed the fairy tales of the Catholic Church, purporting to welcome everyone regardless of age, race or status and get them to heaven. They’d been all she had. Poor deluded Mum!

Joseph Harper was stirring and this was Jack’s cue to go up to the casket. Let’s get it over and done with. Go up, give her a kiss like Dad, and stand there for a few moments pretending to pray before getting out of here.

His father turned and nodded to him.

When Jack saw his mother lying in the coffin, a crazy urge to laugh came over him. She didn’t look dead at all! 

Mum! Stop messing about, this isn’t funny. Get up!

Her face was alive and peaceful, with its usual amiable expression, and he expected to see her chest rise and fall gently with her breaths. His sense of being in an unreal world grew more disturbing and he wanted to get out of here now.

However, first he had to kiss her and stand there looking prayerful, otherwise he’d never hear the end of it from Dad. He took the few steps towards her head. 

But he couldn’t bring himself to kiss her. A perverse aversion to touching this dead person overwhelmed him, and instead he stood rigidly staring into the coffin.

He was horrified at himself. What was wrong with him? This was the mother who’d refused to accept the verdicts of the doctors and gastroenterologists, all insisting that he take medicine for his condition and continue eating as before.

This was the mother who’d examined the labels on the meds and realized their side effects were the very thing they were supposed to cure! Through her perseverance she’d found a natural way to bring her son back to health.

To this day, Jack followed the same protocol, modified periodically as more enlightened doctors increased the pool of information for those suffering with his disorder.

Jack was now healthier than the average man. He led a full and energetic life, which would have been impossible had he taken the route dictated by conventional medicine, which would likely have ended with his losing his colon.

He loved, and owed so much, to this lady lying in front of him. And yet he couldn’t summon up one kiss for her!

Surely this wasn’t normal? Something must be terribly wrong with him! 

He was ashamed of his abhorrence. What did it mean? Why couldn’t he give his mother one last mark of love and respect? Was he the only person in the world with this heartless reaction?

Even as an adult, it had been a natural gesture for Jack to hug her.  

He must be a worse person than he thought. Was he ever a good person to start with? 

Three minutes ago he’d have answered with an emphatic ‘yes!’ But not now.

Mum! I’m so sorry! What’s wrong with me?

His brain suddenly asked a different question: Why did Mum die on the anniversary of Jill’s call?

Without understanding why, Jack realized it had been no coincidence...

He gazed at his mother’s serene face, pondering over how Mum wouldn’t have blindly believed in a God without credible support. 

O.K. Mum, just supposing there is a God – then heaven exists. And if you’re with God in heaven then you’re looking down at me now.

Which meant his mother knew everything about her son’s past. He cringed. It was mortifying! How must she be feeling about him? 

Was her death on Monday part of a heavenly plan to make him face what happened on that day 17 years ago?

If he was so sure he’d made the right decision then, why did he feel so awful about it now?

He quickly decided that it was because he was standing in a Catholic church, embodiment of disapproval. Once he got out of this building he’d feel better about himself again.

Holding his breath, he leaned far enough into the casket to fool his father into thinking he was kissing his mother. Surely he’d stood next to it long enough to feign praying, and could turn away without incurring censure – either from his father or any of the people now gathering to pay their last respects.

He went up to Joseph Harper, who was kneeling and deep in genuine prayer and didn’t look up. What should Jack do? He’d look a real heel if he left the church before his father. But he needed to get out of here!

He tapped his old man on the shoulder. “I’ll wait for you outside.”

Startled, his father nodded briefly and Jack walked out. This church gave him the creeps and he didn’t look forward to returning for tomorrow’s funeral.
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Chapter Four: The Prayer Book 
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Jack’s father wanted to talk on the way home. Jack didn’t.

“Son, is this your first time seeing a dead person?” Joseph Harper asked.

“Yup.”

“Rather disconcerting, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“She doesn’t look dead, does she?”

“No.” Leave it, Dad!

“Look, I know you don’t feel like talking about this, but there are a few things we need to tackle.”

“O.K..” Jack lengthened each letter.

“I want to show you where I’ve put your mother’s things, so you can go through them and see if there’s anything you’d like to keep.”  

Jack nodded without enthusiasm.

“She bequeathed you some of those items.”

“Wouldn’t it be quicker just to tell me what they are?”

“Son, I have my reasons for doing it this way. For the sake of your mother, bear with your old father and go through them.”

Jack refrained from groaning. “Sure thing, Dad.”

I’m flying out of here tomorrow, anyway, and I can’t take much with me.

Back at the house Mr. Harper poured a weak whisky and water for Jack. For himself he mixed a whisky and soda with – his son noticed – a high proportion of alcohol.

“Your mother’s things are in the library. Take this in there with you.”

“Thanks.” As Jack took the drink it occurred to him that the longer the sifting process in the other room took, the less awkward time he’d have to spend with his father. There was an upside to going through his mother’s effects after all.

Cut glass tumbler in hand, he stood in the middle of the library, looking around at the familiar objects and the shelves, crammed full with books, covering all four walls.

Jack had great affection for this room. He’d spent many happy hours here from a young age, first reading the standard children’s classics before graduating to his real passion – horses and horse training.

This had been his refuge during school vacations, then later at the onset of his disease. Here he’d shut out the real world and spun his dreams.

On the large mahogany desk by the bay window his father had lovingly arranged his wife’s treasures. There was no other word for them. Most of them were religious and whatever Jack’s personal beliefs, these items had been precious to his mother.

He turned on the huge desk lamp illuminating the massive ink blotter and settled into the high-backed leather chair. 

After a swig of his diluted whisky, he sought something on which to put his glass. Not finding anything appropriate, he took a blank piece of paper from the desk-top printer, and folded it in four to create a coaster.

Now, where to start?

A well-worn Catholic Book of Prayers lay closest to him. The leather cover bore the name Catherine Harper in gold embossed letters.

The gilt was flaking off in places and for a moment Jack imagined his mother on her knees in the church he’d escaped out of earlier this evening. She would have held this book and prayed to her God out of it.

Holy cards in certain places presumably marked her most recited prayers. Jack turned to one page filled with a large batch of them. 

The top card depicted Our Lady of Lourdes, dressed in pastel blue and white flowing garments, with a rosary around her steepled fingers. He was struck by the beauty of the image.

The longest prayer on this page seemed of particular importance to his mother. In the margin she’d written “For Jack,” with the date of his departure for the States, seventeen years ago. Her normally confident writing looked shaky.

Jack skimmed through the prayer – a novena to Mary, asking for her intercession. In the other margin Mum had inserted “For his return to the faith” with the same wobbly letters.

Idly he turned the card over. On the back, in tiny writing, she had scribbled the subsequent dates on which she had recited this prayer. As space ran out, she’d added more holy cards and written on the back of them. 

In chronological order, the dates covered the first months after his departure, and these past few months. Somewhere he was certain to find a pile of holy cards covering the missing timeline. They would have been too numerous to carry around with her.

Jack checked the most recently filled card, which depicted St. Jude, saint of hopeless causes, with a flame over his head. The back was half full of dates.

The last entry was on Sunday, the day of her fatal heart attack.

She would have attended church that morning, unknowingly praying this novena for the last time before her death.

As the reality of this sank in, Jack placed his elbows on the desk and bent over the holy book, clutching his forehead in his hands. 

His mother was gone! His greatest advocate, the rock he’d relied on his whole life.

*
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He didn’t know how long he’d been crying, but when the tears subsided, he felt at peace. He had finally paid tribute to his mother and – in a small way – made up for not kissing her at the viewing. 

Now he understood why his father had urged him to go through Mum’s things.

Jack examined her other belongings with greater energy, and found a photo album of his earlier years. The pictures of him on his naughty pony made him smile. 

Whenever Dad demanded Jack get rid of Al Capone, Mum said, ‘No, our son is making progress with him, learning a lot about sticking to a project and not giving up.’ Thankfully he’d proved her right.

Looking back, Jack found the situation amusing.  Usually the mother is the parent who fears for her son’s safety, while the father advocates making him tough it out.

Seeing Jack’s success with them, Mr. Harper recognized that his son had a way with equines. He admired the boy’s knack of pinpointing the root problem and tackling it.

And thus, Jack had found his métier.

Nevertheless, he’d graduated from Bath University in accounting and finance, as expected by his father, a partner with one of the big accounting firms in the West Country. But that done, and wanting to put distance between himself and the Jill situation, he left England to strike out in the world of horse training.

All made possible by his mother, who supported his pony project during his adolescent years and, after his diagnosis at age 17, taught him the natural way to manage his autoimmune disease.

But when the gastroenterologist first told him he had a debilitating lifelong condition, Jack had turned on his mother in the car park as soon as they’d exited the medical building.

“Where’s your God now?” he shouted.  “Why has He given this to me? You’ve always told me that God loves me! How can He be a loving God when he does this?”

Catherine Harper allowed her son to lash out at her and ‘her’ God out of frustration and physical pain, and drove around for a while so they could both calm down before going home and telling his dad. 

It took Jack a long time to appreciate how badly the news had upset her and that she’d also been struggling to accept it. This was terrifying territory for the two of them.

In the car she told him about St. Paul and his ‘thorn in the flesh,’ as if quoting Scripture would make him feel better! 

She’d explained that God gives all of us crosses to bear, and that the point of them is to keep us humble and focus our eyes on the real purpose of this life, which is to be with Him in the next. 

Looking back, Jack realized this was the beginning of his break from the faith.

His mother continued to believe that God would help her get Jack into remission and keep him there. But Jack didn’t believe for a moment that God was behind her discovery of the protocol that brought him back to health. He gave his mother the credit. 

Mum, if you are up there, I want you to know how very thankful I am.

Believing in an afterlife had its appeal: you could talk to your loved ones after they died. Shame it wasn’t real.

By the time he’d finished making a pile of the things he wanted to keep, his dad had gone up to bed. 

Jack suddenly longed to hug him and let him know that he did care about Mum, that he did miss her.

It would have to wait until tomorrow.
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Chapter Five: The Funeral
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The following morning Jack came down the stairs in his black suit and shoes, and a white shirt with a tie given him by his parents as a Christmas gift. He’d persuaded his unruly blond hair to lie flat, at least temporarily.

Mr. Harper looked approvingly at his tall son. “Did you find anything you wanted to keep last night?” 

“Quite a few things, actually.”

His dad smiled. “That’s wonderful, son, just wonderful. Your mother will be pleased.”

Not, ‘your mother would be pleased’ but ‘will be pleased.’ To Dad, Mum was clearly still alive. 

Jack hesitated before asking, “Do you talk to Mum?” 

“All the time! Especially when I can’t remember where I put my reading glasses.” He looked wistful. “She was so good at keeping track of them for me.”

Does he expect a reply? Jack wondered.

Mr. Harper saw his son’s expression.  “Don’t worry. I don’t hear her voice answering me. But it is hard, not having her here.”

He cut his toast with extra force.
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Jack took his place in the front pew with his father under the judgmental ceiling of Our Lady of Sorrows. He nodded across the aisle at Mum’s brothers, Uncles James and Simon, and his two male cousins. At least a hundred more people whom he didn’t recognize had come to the funeral.

Mrs. Catherine Harper had lain in state overnight: Jack found it easier to handle the sight of his mother’s closed coffin with her body no longer visible. 

Everyone rose to their feet as the presiding priest walked up the aisle to the strains of “The Lord is my shepherd.” 

Mr. Harper handed Jack a leaflet containing the order of the funeral Mass. On the front was his mother’s photo, taken some years ago, and he felt a pang at the sight of the smiling face he would never again see in real life.

His father sang the hymn with energy while Jack mouthed the words. That his singing voice was awful had been made clear to him when he tried out for the choir at boarding school.

Once the song was over Mass began.

Long ago his parents had written out their funeral service requests to make it easier on the surviving spouse. Knowing his mother’s wishes were being followed encouraged Jack to listen attentively to the Scripture readings and responsorial psalm. The words were comforting and beautiful, and he almost wished he were a believer. 

The congregation rose for the Gospel. Jack copied his father and made a tiny sign of the Cross on his forehead, one on his lips and a third over his heart, unable to recall the reason behind this bizarre rite.

Father Anthony then gave a moving biography of Catherine Harper, revealing facts previously unknown to Jack. He was aware that she’d been involved in several charities. But today he discovered she also volunteered at a pregnancy crisis clinic.

The priest applauded how she valued every life.  “We are all God’s children. As Jeremiah 1:5 says, ‘he knew me when I was in my mother’s womb.’”

All at once Jack was certain she knew everything about his past. It was too late to ask for her forgiveness, yet his heart cried out anyway:  Mum, I’m so sorry!

Jack regretted not coming back to visit his parents. Most especially he wished he’d told his mother his real reason for leaving England.

From the pulpit Father was asking if anyone else wanted to say a few words?

Joseph Harper stood up stiffly and walked to the podium. 

Jack didn’t hear a single word, suddenly consumed with guilt over failing to prepare a eulogy for his own mother, too worried about getting through her funeral quickly and returning to the States that night.

I’ve really screwed up, haven’t I, Mum?

Close to crying, he concentrated on his hands, clutching the edge of his seat. What an awful son he was – to the living and the dead. He couldn’t look at his father as the melancholy widower returned to his pew.

The mourners got to their feet to say the Creed. Joseph Harper thrust the Liturgy of the Mass in front of Jack, open at the relevant page for them to read together.

Anger seized Jack. 

I’m not going to say ‘I believe’ because I don’t!

I’m perjuring myself in the sight of God if I do. However, if I don’t believe in God, then it’s illogical for me to worry about perjuring myself in His sight.... 

His dad stoically continued to read the words, still holding the book between them.

Jack remained silent. Better to be honest than deceive the old man into believing his son was returning to the fold.

Increasingly, he felt like an outsider at his own mother’s funeral. He had a strong urge to be alone with her, to confide in her and – though it was too late – beg her forgiveness.

But this wasn’t the setting for it and, in any case, his mother wasn’t even here.  

Strangely, she was.  Somehow, while her coffin was here and this Mass was taking place, she hadn’t yet left her son.

Man, this spiritual stuff was alien to him! Just take him back to his farm, with its fresh air and horses and everything in its rightful place, where he was in control of his environment. He felt trapped in this church and needed to escape.

Everyone knelt and Jack automatically sank to his knees with them. 

With both hands the priest raised the Host high in the air. “Behold the Lamb of God, behold Him who takes away the sins of the world. Blessed are those called to the supper of the Lamb.”

Without knowing why, Jack joined his father in reading the response in the missal:

“Lord, I am not worthy that You should enter under my roof, but only say the word and my soul shall be healed.”

Saying those words, he briefly believed in the power of God to heal the wounds of his heart.  It was a staggering experience.

Then Father Anthony came to the foot of the steps to give out Communion.

First in line, Jack wasn’t allowed to receive the Eucharist. How his mother must be weeping in heaven over this!

He knew perfectly well that he wasn’t in a state of grace and able to accept the Host from Father’s hands. He had been away from the Sacraments for too long, especially Confession.

So he crossed his arms over his chest for Father to bless him and ignored the disapproving stares of all those present, especially his father.

Those earlier magical feelings abandoned Jack and he reverted to the skeptic who needed to get out of there fast.

While the final hymn was sung, Jack and his father were among the six pallbearers who carried the coffin to the hearse.  Mrs. Catherine Harper would be driven to the crematorium and her ashes buried at a later date. Her son would not be involved: he’d be back on his farm far across The Pond.

Consumed with guilt, Jack was in a foul humor with his relatives and other guests at the reception in the church hall. Friendly inquiries about his life in America, an exotic place to those who’d not been there, were met with terse replies.

To make matter worse, he was hungry. Even though Dad had provided some food that he could safely eat, it was not nearly enough to satisfy his permanent hunger pangs. 

In the car on the drive home, Joseph Harper confronted his son about his rudeness. “What the devil is wrong with you?”

Jack remained sullenly silent for several minutes while his father shook his head and muttered under his breath. 

Finally, Jack said he needed to talk with him back at the house.

“But you’re going to need a stiff drink first.”
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Chapter Six: The Confession
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In the kitchen, Joseph Harper poured a weak whisky and soda for himself and diluted a small amount of liquor with lots of water for his son.

Jack found some baby carrots in the fridge to nibble on while his father was busy with the drinks.

They carried their glasses into the sitting room and Jack struggled to summon the courage to divulge what he’d withheld for so long. He wished so much that his system could tolerate large quantities of alcohol!

Gingerly, he sank into the armchair facing his dad’s favorite. 

The sun streamed through the windows onto his face and he grimaced. Literally as well as figuratively the spotlight was on him, and his past misdemeanors were about to be brought out of the darkness.

This was excruciating. Thank goodness he had a flight out this evening! 

He hunched forward to avoid the sun’s rays while his father leant back, angrily maintaining physical distance.

Watching the ice cubes melt in his glass, Jack began. “When I was at Bath, you’ll remember I was dating a girl there. I called her Jill, even though that wasn’t her real name. The nursery rhyme about Jack and Jill started it. It was a silly private joke, you know, because my name is Jack.”

He looked up briefly at his dad, who was unamused.

Once more staring at his drink, the son continued. “Just before graduation she told me that she was pregnant. 

“She was also raised Catholic and we knew our parents would be upset. I said we had our whole futures to look forward to, and a baby wasn’t part of either of our plans.

“But Jill couldn’t come to grips with the idea of aborting the baby. She was sure it was a boy, because she experienced no morning sickness, and really believed she could convince me to marry her and keep it. I wasn’t ready to get married! I pushed for the alternative.”

Joseph Harper’s voice was tired. “Did you ever consider adoption, son?”

“I was just terrified that you and Mum would find out about the pregnancy.” Jack cleared his throat. “I knew you’d both go crazy. So I told Jill to get rid of the baby. And she did.”

He took a long draft from his glass, admiring how the shafts of sunlight picked out the red and yellow of the carpet’s flower pattern.

His father said, “And?”

Jack looked up questioningly.

His father prodded, “I sense there’s more.”

Jack sighed. “Jill had a hard time dealing with the abortion and ranted on at me for being callous and not understanding what she was going through. And I got sick of hearing about it. Luckily, the horse training opportunity came up in the States. The only way to put Jill and the whole mess behind me was to take a chance on it and leave the country.

“I’m glad I did, Dad. That job proved to be a terrific stepping stone to starting my own business. You saw when you came out – it’s going really well, and I love every minute of it.”

There – the sordid story was out. He downed his drink and looked up. “Can I get you another one?”

“No, thanks. I have to drive you to the airport, remember? But you go ahead, then we’ll discuss this.”

Discuss what? This confession was purely for informational purposes.

When Jack came back into the room, Joseph Harper was still leaning back in the armchair, eyes shut.

They opened when he heard his son return.

The sun’s rays had mercifully moved off Jack’s chair. He sat back down for a lecture about morals, how his upbringing had prepared him to be a better man than this, etc., etc.

It was his turn to create a physical distance. He sat well back, looking across at his father and half-closing his eyes against the upcoming verbal attack.

“Son, your story is deeply disturbing. But what’s done is done. What matters now is how you act moving forward.

“Do you ever hear from Jill, or whatever her real name is?”

Jack didn’t respond. The day Jill phoned every year was carefully chosen to remind him annually of what he made her go through. He thought again about how his mother died on the same day as his baby, and still suspected she had some eerie hand in all of this ...

“Are you listening to me, Jack?”

Jack snapped to and nodded.

“Since you never came back to visit us, your mum and I assumed you were escaping from something. We always thought it was from us. But it seems you were more worried about running into Jill.”

Jack nodded again, with the sudden revelation that his mother had died in the painful belief that for some unknown reason he’d immigrated to the States to avoid her.

Mum, I’m so sorry!

Would this trip ever stop being an exercise in self-flagellation?

“Well, son?”

Jack sighed. “Every year, on the anniversary of – of the termination – Jill phones to remind me how many years have passed.”

“And what do you say to her?”

“I tell her to let it go, Dad.”

“Why do you think she keeps phoning you?”

“To aggravate me. She certainly succeeds!”

Joseph Harper laughed gently. “Oh, son, you don’t understand women very well, do you?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Jill isn’t calling just to upset you. That’s certainly part of her motivation, I grant you. But the real issue lies a lot deeper.”

“What issue?” Jack rolled his eyes, sick of talking about the subject. This was exactly why he worked with horses. They weren’t complicated, didn’t have agendas and didn’t drag things out for ever.

“She’s looking for closure.”

What the hell did that mean? Horses don’t ‘look for closure’!

“You made her have the abortion alone, I presume? You didn’t go with her, hold her hand or support her in any way?”

Jack shook his head. He’d never even thought about doing any of those things. He’d been a scared young man looking for a way out of a bad situation. Jill’s feelings hadn’t been on his radar.

“You see, son, you abandoned her to kill her baby by herself. She’s carrying a lot of guilt and wants you to acknowledge what she went through for you. She needs you to validate her baby – your baby. She’s hurting because you walked away from your responsibility. The truth is that you both created new life and you both killed that child.”

Jack’s head hurt. Dad was giving him a lot to think about. But he wasn’t finished.

“Not only that, Jack, but you and Jill committed murder. Even at your vast distance from the faith, I hope you still recognize that murder is a mortal sin?”

“Of course, I know murder is wrong, Dad!”

“But do you accept that abortion is murder?”

“How can abortion be murder? It’s just a fetus!”

“That’s a convenient lie, Jack, and you know it.” 

This was precisely why Jack had left England – to get away from this moralistic nonsense. 

His father continued: “You need to talk with Jill, acknowledge the baby you both created, and apologize for pushing her to end his or her life.  And, I repeat, you’re in a state of mortal sin, Jack. You need to see a priest before it’s too late.”

Jack knew what his father meant. According to the Catholic Church, if you die in a state of mortal sin, you go straight to Hell. There is no pleading your case before God. You are going to spend eternity in Hell. Full stop.

It was teachings like this that had driven Jack out of the Church. But he said nothing. It would only lead to a bitter argument hours before he was leaving and Mum wouldn’t want that.

No. Mum would want him to follow her husband’s impossible advice.

Joseph Harper kept his eyes on his son. “Think about what I’ve said, Jack. I’m telling you for your own good. I don’t know when we’ll see each other again, so I have to say my piece while I can.”

This was true. Jack didn’t plan to come back – except for Dad’s funeral.

That morbid thought kept the rest of his visit civil. “Would you let me take you out to dinner, Dad?”

“Thank you, I’d like that. Let’s find somewhere on the way back to Heathrow.”

Jack approved of stopping for dinner en route to the airport, thus making the last meal with his father integral to his departure for the States. He nodded his acceptance.

Joseph Harper winked. “Can’t wait to get out of here, eh?”

Jack smiled wanly.

His father got out of the chair and patted his son on the shoulder. “Better pack your things, then."
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Chapter Seven: The Teenage Client
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Jack’s flight wasn’t until 11:30 p.m. 

Two hours were required for check-in and security. But acutely aware of his son’s strong desire to leave his native shores, Joseph Harper dropped him off at Heathrow around 8:30 and Jack hugged him good bye. 

They’d found a restaurant which served food Jack could eat, and he had them pack additional portions to take onto the plane. 

The meal had been cordial enough, with both of them avoiding sensitive issues. Instead, they reminisced about Catherine Harper, a safe topic and after all the reason why Jack had flown back to England.

He was thankful his father didn’t bring up his having prepared no eulogy. With plenty of opportunity to throw the accusation at his son, it said a lot for the man that he hadn’t done so.

The security check line was long, as several trans-Atlantic flights were leaving tonight with hundreds of passengers per plane. He was glad to be here in plenty of time, enduring the usual suspicions about the food he’d packed, and having to produce the doctor’s note explaining why he needed it.

He got through with an extra half hour which he used to download three long fiction books on his phone’s Kindle app. These tomes should keep him busy. 

He looked forward to the flight on a plane winging in the right direction.

When it came time to board, he sat down by the aisle and stowed his knapsack in the space under the seat in front of him. He then switched his phone into airplane mode and pulled up the first of the Kindle books. It was an action-packed story which promised to take Jack’s mind off the events of the past two days.

He ignored the male flight attendant, who was explaining the safety procedures after demonstrating how to close the seat belt. (Was there seriously anyone in the world who still didn’t know how to do that?)

Before he knew it they were airborne. He looked across the other passengers to observe the street lights of the London suburbs below, as the wing dipped to turn west for the long flight to the U.S.

I wonder whether I’ll ever see London again?

Will I ever see Dad alive again? 

Jack swallowed an annoying lump in his throat and returned to his book’s hero as the engines on the massive Airbus A380 whined with the effort of climbing to cruising altitude.

The cabin had been darkened for takeoff and remained so due to the late hour. Most passengers settled down for several hours’ sleep before arriving in Dulles.

As soon as the seat belt sign was turned off, the thin man next to Jack asked to be allowed out. 

Jack hoped he wouldn’t be getting up and down during the whole journey. He returned to his eBook where the hero was protecting his wife and daughter from a sniper, whose exact
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