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In the Beginning  

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 https://www.hilarywalkerbooks.wordpress.com  

http://christiantales.weebly.com/
http://christiantales.weebly.com/spiritual-blog/st-jude-ulcerative-colitis
https://www.hilarywalkerbooks.wordpress.com/
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Chapter One: A Phone Call 

 

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. 
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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 – using 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.” 
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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 

 

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?” 
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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 gray, 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 round 

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.  
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An overnight flight on Wednesday would gave 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 

 

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 regulations¹, 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. 
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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.  
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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. 

* 

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.   
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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. 
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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! 

* 

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.  
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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. 
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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. 

* 

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.” 
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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 
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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.  
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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. 
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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!  
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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 
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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  

 

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. 
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“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. 
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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. 
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“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 

 

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. 

* 

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.  
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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? 
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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. 
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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 
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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 

 

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. 
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“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. 
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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?” 
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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.” 
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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.” 
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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 

 

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. 
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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 position they couldn’t determine. The man had his work cut out 

for him and it wasn’t clear that he’d succeed. 

Jack got up to let the thin man return to his seat, resuming the story in time for 

the wife to be mortally shot. 

In the next scene the hero and his daughter were bending over the inert body, 

both of them clutching the lady’s corpse as if this would bring her back from the 

dead. 

Jack laughed at the idiocy of clinging onto a dead person’s body. It made no 

difference to her.  
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But at least they were able to touch her … 

This is a silly book. 

Jack pulled up his Kindle library and picked out another, more promising read. 

Somewhere during the story he fell asleep. 

* 

When the plane landed in D.C. he was glad to turn his phone out of airplane 

mode. During his absence, his staff had been good about keeping communication to 

a minimum and there were only two voice messages. 

One he’d already listened to, letting him know all was going well at home. But a 

new one sent during the flight by Maggie, his secretary, sounded unusual. 

“Jack, an uncle wants to bring his nephew and horse to you. 

“The kid is a teenager. The uncle knows you don’t take on youngsters, but 

circumstances surrounding this one may make you change your mind. He’s pretty 

persistent, so I wanted to give you a heads up. We’ll talk when you get home.” 

Maggie was fully aware of Jack’s preference for adult clients. Further, she knew 

that he liked them to drop their horses off at the farm and leave him to work with 

the animals alone. 

If they did stick around or come back to see their equines’ progress, he found 

grownups more willing to listen to him – most of the time – because they were 

paying him a lot of money.  

Kids, on the other hand, weren’t the ones paying and teenagers were the worst: 

they knew everything and didn’t need to change. Any problems were their stupid 

horses’ fault. “Just fix him!” 

Jack lacked the patience to deal with the hormones fueling younger people’s 

emotions. So why would Maggie think he’d feel differently about this boy?  
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Yet he respected her opinion. She had a good feel for prospective clients and 

knew what Jack expected from everyone who wanted his help. They had to answer a 

long list of questions before she’d let them be considered for Mr. Harper’s program. 

So what was up with this particular kid?  

His flight had landed on time at 11:45 that morning and jet-lag was catching up 

with him as his Range Rover Evoque activated the electronic gates at the end of his 

drive at 3 p.m. 

Maggie spotted the white vehicle and was standing on the porch to greet him. 

“Hello, Jack. Good to have you back. Tough trip?” 

Over the years she’d learned to keep small talk to a minimum with her boss. 

“Could have been worse. I’m glad to be home. I’ll have a shower and change 

first. Meet you in thirty?” 

“Sure thing.” 

Half an hour later he was sitting in his office with her. “So what’s up with this 

kid?” 

“He’s only 17 years old, but his uncle insists he’s very mature and dedicated to 

his horse. Lately the animal’s been acting up.  

“Apparently the boy’s grades were slipping badly until he got this horse. It’s the 

only thing keeping him on track at school. He has a poor self-image, but his success 

with the gelding made him feel maybe he is good at something after all. 

“Now the horse is misbehaving, his grades are going down again, and the uncle is 

desperate for you to sort out the horse.” 

“Every 17 year old male is insecure,” Jack snorted. “Why would I be a better 

trainer for this case than the others out there – who also don’t mind taking on 

children?” 

“This kid has ulcerative colitis.” 
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The statement stopped Jack short. 

17 years old with ulcerative colitis? 

He looked hard at Maggie. “And that interests me how?” 

His secretary’s cheeks reddened. “I happened to mention this case to Felicia. She 

said that if you knew about his condition, you might be persuaded to help him.” 

“You know I hate dealing with children,” Jack groaned.  “They’re whiny, they 

don’t listen, and it’s all about them. They don’t care about their horses, they just 

want a quick cure without putting in the work. I sort their animals out, but do you 

think they’ll continue with the training when they get home? 

“They’re simply a more annoying versions of adults, if such a thing were 

possible.” 

Maggie patiently heard him out. She’d listened to his rants on this topic many 

times. “You’ll have to ask Felicia, Jack. I wouldn’t have brought this boy to your 

attention if it hadn’t been for her suggestion. She sincerely believes you’ll want to 

help him, and she knows you better than I do.” 

The suspicion in Jack’s eyes made Maggie squirm in her seat. At times like this 

working for Jack Harper was no fun.  

He swiveled his chair round and looked out of the window at the horses grazing 

in the massive grass paddocks. But his mind wasn’t on the peaceful equines. 

17 years old, huh? Jack’s age when he was diagnosed with ulcerative colitis.  

He remembered how tough it was to be different from all his classmates. Having 

to dash out of the classroom multiple times and hoping to reach the bathroom 

before he pooped himself. Being laughed at for his inability to play sports because of 

his illness, fielding accusations of laziness. The crippling pain in his gut that made it 

impossible to stand up straight. 
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But his mother had worked hard to find a solution. She refused to believe that 

for the rest of his life her son should take medication with its terrible side effects, 

one of which was ulcerative colitis. 

She fought the gastroenterologists and researched non-stop until she found a 

natural solution. Forty pounds underweight and at the point of despair, her son had 

finally agreed to follow the protocol she discovered. 

Jack had come home from the abbey and attended a local day school, so mother 

and son could combine their efforts to nurse his body back to health and keep him in 

remission. 

And look at him: running a successful horse training business. 

I owe you, Mum! 

Now he was presented with a boy in exactly the same situation. 

Did this kid even know there was a way to live a normal life again? Was he going 

through the awful cramps of repeated intestinal flares, doubled over with agony? 

Was he constantly hit with sudden urgency and afraid to go anywhere unless he 

knew a bathroom was close by?  

Jack could well imagine how the passion for his horse was the only thing saving 

this kid’s sanity. His life must be falling apart, now that his escape from the everyday 

misery of UC was turning into another nightmare. 

If you were here, Mum, you’d know exactly how to heal this kid! 

Jack swore he heard her reply: I’m not there, son, but you are. 

He was glad Maggie couldn’t see his face. 

That number seventeen again. The same age he was when diagnosed and the 

number of years ago his own child was ‘terminated.’ 

“You know that’s murder, son, don’t you?”  
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It could be no coincidence that this teenager’s uncle was pushing for his nephew 

to come under Jack’s wing. Something big was at work here.  

Could his mother really be in cahoots with God?   

But I loathe kids! Especially teenagers! They’re annoying, and they don’t listen! 

You used to be one, too, Jack, and I helped you. 

With a huge sigh, he turned round and faced Maggie. “Let me interview the 

uncle and nephew. Where do they live?” 

“West of Richmond, Virginia.” 

“That’s not far. See if they can bring the horse, too, so I can evaluate the kid’s 

riding and the animal’s problem – and see whether the boy really will listen to me.” 

Maggie smiled broadly. “Yes sir!” 

“Don’t get your hopes up,” Jack snarled. 

“No sir!” Maggie replied with a grin and left Jack alone with his thoughts.  

O.K. Mum, I’m going to need your help with this one. 
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Chapter Eight: The Horse and the Boy 

 

Two days later, Jack was working in the outdoor arena on Spinnet, the 

recalcitrant liver chestnut Trakhener. Since she refused to move forwards, he was 

calmly asking her to move alternately sideways and backwards instead.  

Suddenly a ginger and white streak darted across the sand behind her and 

changed the mare’s mind about not walking on. 

Jack laughed as the horse scooted forwards, thanks to the barn cat. “Appreciate 

the help, Tigger!”  

Soon afterwards a white two-horse trailer pulled by a pick-up truck drove past 

him and parked in front of the stable building. 

Katie barked and Jack turned in the saddle to see who it was, still encouraging 

Spinnet to walk on.  

The driver who got out of the dusty grey truck was tall and wore a baseball cap. 

Of similar height, a severely underweight youngster with tousled blond hair and bad 

acne exited the other side. He didn’t look his seventeen years. 

Jack was pleased to see how promptly his manager, Luca, came out to greet 

them together with the enthusiastic Golden Retriever, who loved meeting new 

people.  

The kid shyly asked him something and was led into the building. 

The poor boy urgently needed the bathroom – the bane of ulcerative colitis 

sufferers. He’d probably been worrying about holding it in long enough to get to the 

farm, or more likely had needed to stop several times on the way.  

Jack winced: the lanky kid revived bad memories, and aroused his sympathy with 

the pathetic image of himself when he was the same age. 
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Having won his battle with Spinnet, Jack dismounted and led the mare out of the 

arena into the barn past Luca, who reappeared without the boy. Jack knew it would 

be a while before the youngster was ready to come back out. Ulcerative colitis keeps 

one in the bathroom for a long time. 

He nodded at Luca. “I’ll be out in a moment.” 

Normally he’d have handed the horse over to Frank, his under rider. But the 

mare was ornery and Jack had promised her owner that he’d be the only one to 

handle her until she was safe for others to be around. He’d received the owner’s 

permission to let Frank handle her for the few days while he was traveling, but only 

with the proviso that he take over her training as soon as he returned. Jack was 

honoring that commitment. 

He undid the girth, careful to place his left elbow where it would meet the 

horse’s face if she tried to bite him. He stood with his back close to her front end to 

avoid contact with her hind leg if she tried to cow-kick. 

But the animal’s threats didn’t impress him. She was already half-hearted in her 

efforts to attack him and it wouldn’t be long before he could start treating her like a 

normal equine. 

When he got back to the tagalong, the boy’s horse was unloaded and being held 

by the uncle, who was chatting to Luca. 

The handsome bay gelding stood around 16.2 hh. Maggie had said he was a 

Thoroughbred cross with a question mark hanging over the breed of the ‘cross.’  

His wide forehead carried a diamond shaped star and a thin snippet of white lay 

between his nostrils. Both mane and tail were tidy and brushed out, and his body 

was sleek and toned. His owner clearly took good care of him. 

The youngster returned from the farm building, looking gaunt and embarrassed. 

The trainer held out his hand. “Hi, I’m Jack. And you must be Joe. You’ve got a 

great looking horse there.” 
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Joe grinned and it immediately improved his looks. 

“What’s his name?” 

“Duke.” 

“I like that. It’s a good strong name.” He motioned to Luca. “My manager here 

will take Duke into the barn and give him some hay and water to make him feel at 

home, while you and your uncle come into my office for a chat.” 

Jack noticed the horse fall in quietly next to Luca, allowing himself to be led into 

a strange barn.  

Normally he would ask Maggie to bring coffee and biscuits in for his guests, once 

they were seated around his huge leather desk. But it was inappropriate fare for 

someone with ulcerative colitis. 

He had discussed this earlier with his secretary, and in order not to embarrass 

the boy said, “Just let Maggie here know if you need anything.”  

“We shall,” said the uncle, with a furtive look at his nephew. 

“O.K.” Jack said, “Tell me about your problem with Duke and what you want me 

to do about it.” 

“Joe?” The uncle motioned for the boy to tell the story. 

Joe’s words were stumbling at first, self-conscious at having this renowned 

trainer’s attention on him. But he was talking about his favorite subject and, even 

though he had an unhappy story to tell, the narrative soon flowed. 

He’d come to live with his uncle after his dad died, and had been riding dressage 

on Duke for two years now.  

Uncle Rob told him that Duke had always been a little worried by other horses 

coming towards him in the warm-up at local shows. But Joe’s confidence had 

convinced him there was nothing to be afraid of, and the bay quickly settled into the 

schooling show scene. 
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Joe had been doing so well with Duke that last year he’d decided to enter a big 

recognized competition, and they took him to the Virginia Horse Center for a two day 

show. 

The size and constant noise of the facility upset him, with horses whinnying and 

dogs barking around the clock. 

Duke was used to daily turnout, but the long drive across the state ended with 

his being left in a small stall instead of his large grass paddock. He remained there 

until Joe took him out the next morning to ride in the competition. 

“He was very up,” Joe said, “and I had a hard time keeping him calm.” 

“I bet you felt pretty intimidated yourself.” 

Joe nodded. “Yeah. It wasn’t a good situation going in. There were tons more 

horses in the warm up than we were used to and I couldn’t find a decent space to 

work him in. 

“Then a couple of riders came at us from both sides. We both thought they were 

going to hit us and panicked. I didn’t know how to help him, so he reared vertically.” 

Joe’s uncle interrupted. “He did a good job of staying on.” 

“Until Duke started coming back down. Then I got totally out of balance and fell 

off.” He stared at the floor miserably. 

“That was a nasty accident,” Jack said.  

Joe looked up, his eyes welling. “I haven’t been able to ride Duke around other 

horses ever since. Even when I try to ride in the ring at the barn with my friends, he 

freaks out.” 

“How?” 

“He half rears and dives to the side whenever a horse comes towards him. I can’t 

hold him. And if I push it, he threatens to go vertical on me again.” 



54 
 

RIDING OUT THE DEVIL  HILARY WALKER 

 

His uncle said, “Joe hasn’t been able to show Duke anywhere that doesn’t have a 

large patch of grass where he can work him far away from the other competitors.” 

Joe’s face suddenly looked pained. “Do you mind if I go to the bathroom? I’m 

sorry about this.”  

“Sure, it’s down the corridor on the left.” 

The youngster exited the room quickly. 

His uncle looked at Jack apologetically. “His condition doesn’t help things either. 

I’m sure your secretary has told you that Joe has ulcerative colitis. He’s going through 

a particularly bad flare right now, and the meds just aren’t helping.” He gave an 

embarrassed cough. “And I need to come clean about something.” 

Jack raised his eyebrows as Mr. Brady’s face reddened and he continued, “When 

I phoned to see if you’d take Joe on, I said that he’s seventeen. He won’t actually be 

seventeen until December, but I was afraid you’d refuse to consider helping him if 

you knew he was that young.” 

That explained the boy’s appearance! Jack was annoyed about being lied to, but 

now he’d met the kid and it was too late. 

As if anxious to discourage Jack from changing his mind, Mr. Brady added, “His 

ulcerative colitis diagnosis came just before his sixteenth birthday.” 

Jack breathed in sharply. Tough break!  

Ever since Maggie told him about Joe, Jack had been wondering how to handle 

this moment when it came. He hated people knowing about his condition, but here 

was a teenager battling the same disease.  

And his mother’s voice was continually pushing him at the most inconvenient 

moments: 

Jack, you can help this boy. 

You have a duty to take this boy under your wing, Jack. 



55 
 

RIDING OUT THE DEVIL  HILARY WALKER 

 

You know what you need to do. 

He wanted to yell “LEAVE ME ALONE!” 

And now the moment had come, was he going to do the right thing, or let his ego 

stand in the way? 

Was he the bad person his trip to England had shown him to be? Or did he have 

at least one decent bone in his body?  

He thought about the mess he’d made of his mother’s viewing, how he’d upset 

his father with forgetting to write a eulogy, of the abortion, of deserting Jill. Of how 

his mother must feel about him, if she really were in heaven. 

Are you going to add another selfish deed to all the others?  

The certainty hit him that he was being given a chance to redeem himself, that 

this boy with UC arriving on his doorstep was no accident. Here was an opportunity 

to do something good for another person. 

So for the sake of this kid, he said, “That really sucks.  I know, because I have 

ulcerative colitis.” 

Joe’s uncle looked incredulous. “Seriously?” 

“Believe me, I wish it weren’t true. And I have some ideas for helping your 

nephew that I’d like to run by you.”  

“You mean, for helping Duke?” 

“Him, too.  But he’s not the first horse to come to me with this problem and it 

won’t take long to fix. I don’t just mean helping Joe by sorting out his horse.” 

The man looked puzzled and Jack spent the next ten minutes outlining his plans 

for both the horse and the boy. 

When Joe returned to the office, his uncle told him, “I think you’re going to like 

what Mr. Harper here has to say.” 
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Chapter Nine: The Plan  

 

Duke had originally been brought to Jack’s farm just to be evaluated. Joe and his 

uncle were planning to take the gelding home with them, and bring him back at a 

later date for training. 

But Jack said, “Look, your horse is already here and your uncle tells me you’re 

out of school for the summer. You and Duke are feeding off each other’s fears right 

now: it’s no good my working on him without your participation. Why don’t you stay 

here, too?  

“You need to trust each other again and I think a month will do it. Your uncle will 

stick around for a few days to make sure he’s comfortable with how I run things.” 

Jack took a deep breath. “But Joe, there’s another reason I’d like you to stay on the 

farm with me. I know you have ulcerative colitis, and that you’re going through a bad 

flare.” 

The teenager reddened. 

Jack said gently, “Son, I have it, too.” 

Joe’s head jerked up and his face registered disbelief. 

“Yes, so I know exactly what you’re experiencing. And I’d like to help you get 

through it.” 

Joe found his voice. “But you look so healthy! And you get to ride horses every 

day without – “ 

“Having to leap off and go to the bathroom every five minutes?” 

Joe nodded miserably. 

“That’s why your uncle and I discussed having you stay here with me. It’ll mean 

going on the same diet and taking the same supplements as I do.  You’ll follow a 
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protocol to soothe your gut, calm the inflammation and get your colon healthy again. 

Are you willing to try it?” 

Joe beamed. “Am I ever!” 

His reaction was all the incentive Jack needed. “But,” he warned, “you’ll have to 

stick to the foods I give you – no snacking on anything else. Otherwise you and Duke 

will be sent home. This is an all or nothing deal.” 

Joe nodded vigorously. “Yes sir!” 

“We’ll be taking our meals together, which will make things easier for you.” Jack 

looked at Joe’s uncle. “That includes you, too, I’m afraid, Mr. Brady. My housekeeper 

only keeps foodstuffs in the house that I can eat.” 

The man grinned. “Can’t do me any harm. And if it really will help Joe, I’m in.” 

“That’s settled, then. What do you want to do about fetching clothes and 

toiletries?” 

Mr. Brady decided to go back to Virginia immediately and return that night with 

their things. “That way I can explain to his aunt what’s going on in person, and call his 

mother for her permission.” 

Jack liked that arrangement. It would give him some time alone with Joe to get 

to know him better, as they would be spending a lot of hours together. 

The best place to start getting acquainted was for the boy to ride his horse, so 

Jack could assess his level of competence. 

The three of them unhitched the trailer, now parked alongside Jack’s horse 

transport. Mr. Brady drove off and Jack helped the boy take his tack out of the 

tagalong and put it in the tack room. 

“Mr. Harper, this place is amazing!” 
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“Thank you, Joe. And call me Jack. This will be your area.” He placed the 

gleaming leather bridle, with its crystal-decorated brow band, on a rounded bracket 

and Joe deposited his County Competitor on the saddle rack underneath. 

 “O.K. Joe, want to tack Duke up for a ride?” 

This time Joe wasn’t embarrassed to ask to go to bathroom first. 

Jack watched the boy get his horse ready then followed them out to the arena, 

with the strong sensation that his mother was beside him, smiling. 

He had told Luca and Frank to ride their equine charges in the indoor arena. It 

would ensure Duke had plenty of personal space in the outdoor sand school and help 

Joe remain calm. 

The teenager was a good rider, with an independent seat and giving hands. He 

was relaxed and in quiet control of his horse and the two of them seemed to be in 

tune with each other. It would be interesting to see how that changed when another 

horse entered the arena. 

Joe walked his horse for ten minutes before trotting and cantering. For half an 

hour he was in a world of his own, and Jack could see how important this activity was 

to the youngster. 

Mr. Brady had told Jack during their initial discussion that Joe wanted to become 

an event rider until his diagnosis. But he was good at dressage and didn’t mind doing 

this instead, as it was less stressful than jumping. 

“And it’s a great way to meet girls,” Joe’s uncle added. “Most male riders are into 

jumping, and those who ride dressage are usually not interested in girls, if you know 

what I mean. So Joe is in the minority.” He paused.  “But having UC isn’t helpful when 

it comes to dating.” 

“You don’t have to tell me!” Jack answered with feeling. 

Dating women was a challenge to anyone with their condition. It limited where 

he could take them to eat, and Jack had learned to be immediately upfront about it 
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with anyone who interested him. She would have to know sooner or later, so why 

hide it? May as well get her used to eating where the menu included the foods on his 

restricted list. 

So far, no woman willing to put up with that situation had seriously appealed to 

him. Besides Jill, of course. But that was long ago. 

After talking to Mr. Harper, Jack suspected that, even though his diagnosis was 

fairly recent, Joe’s symptoms had begun soon after his father’s death.  “Emotional 

stress can be a huge trigger,” he’d told the uncle. 

Joe and Duke were now approaching Jack. “I’m working on flying changes with 

him, too. We’re going to need those for Third Level.” 

“You sure are. But that means competing at recognized shows with high 

powered horses in the warm-up.” 

“And riders who don’t seem to care how much they scare the rest of us.” 

“I know – some competitors are ruthless. I’m not surprised you and Duke had a 

tough time, but now we need to put all that behind you. First I want to see exactly 

what he does when another horse comes towards him.” 

Joe’s eyes widened in terror. 

“Don’t worry, I’ll get on Duke. You can watch.” 

The boy dismounted quickly before Mr. Jack could change his mind and asked to 

go to the bathroom.  

“You don’t have to ask permission, Joe. I understand, remember? Just tell me 

that’s where you’re going so I know where you are.” 

The boy handed him the reins and ran off. Pulling out his cell phone, Jack called 

Luca, who was riding in the indoor arena. “Bring the mare to the outdoor, would 

you?” 
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When Joe returned from the restroom, he climbed onto the bleachers to watch 

the manager ride in on a little chestnut. 

Jack was mounting Duke, and the gelding’s ears shot forward at the mare’s 

entrance. 

The trainer called, “Okay, Luca, I’m going to walk around the outside track. Why 

don’t you walk towards me on the inside track?” 

Duke threw up his head as the horse approached him, and reared vertically. Joe 

watched in horror as Jack put his arms around the gelding’s neck and waited for him 

to come back down. 

Luca turned the mare round and headed for the exit. 

Jack yelled, “Don’t leave! I’ll take Duke once around the outside track. You wait 

at the gate for a moment.”  

He quietly urged the horse to trot, asking him to go past the mare. Duke was fine 

with that and went past as if she weren’t there. 

After one lap around the whole arena Jack asked Luca to ride on the inside track 

again. “But give us a wide berth.” 

Duke saw the mare coming in his direction and, as before, his reaction was 

violent.  

The horse reared and twisted sideways, almost unseating Jack. 

Luca turned the mare away and headed for the exit, where he awaited 

instructions. 

Alone in the arena, Duke became quiet again. 

“I’m going to ride past you, then fall in behind me,” Jack said. 

Duke had no problem with being followed by the mare. 

“Now come alongside me,” Jack told him, “but leave plenty of space between 

us.” 
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The bay laid his ears back briefly as the chestnut lengthened her walk to come 

alongside. Then he went into neutral and the two horses walked calmly around the 

arena in tandem. 

“Thanks, Luca. That’s enough.” 

Jack got off the horse and led him out of the arena as Joe climbed down from the 

bleachers to meet him at the gate. 

“See what I mean, Mr. Jack?” 

“I certainly do, Joe.” 

“Can he be fixed?” His voice was anxious. 

“Sure he can! I just needed to see how fearful he is so I could figure out the best 

way to get him over it.” He grinned at the teenager. “You hungry?” 

“I’m always hungry!” 

“I know the feeling, son. Take Duke back to his stall and meet me in the kitchen 

at the main house for a healthy snack.” 

It would give Jack time to tell Felicia the good news that her plan for him to take 

on the boy meant that she had three mouths to feed this evening, instead of one. 
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Chapter Ten: The Rehab 

 

Joe’s uncle returned that evening with clothes and toiletries for himself and his 

nephew. He’d arranged to stay for a few days with Jack to be sure the horse trainer 

really did know how to take care of the teenager’s dietary needs as well as his horse. 

After being shown to their bedrooms, Mr. Brady and Joe convened with Jack in 

the dining room, where they were launched into the rigors of their host’s eating 

regime. 

“Welcome to my world! The sooner we get you started on my protocol, the 

faster your gut will heal, Joe. And believe me, your quality of life will dramatically 

improve. It’ll clear up your acne, too.” 

Joe blushed and Jack quickly moved on. “I’m on a paleo diet,” he explained, 

“that’s been modified for someone with our type of autoimmune bowel disease.”  

Mr. Brady asked, “Where did you find this?” 

His host told of the fruitless visits to gastroenterologists, whose recommended 

medication made his flares worse than ever. Then he described his mother’s 

unrelentingly search for a natural way to heal her son.  

“She was determined that her seventeen year old wouldn’t be on drugs for the 

rest of his life. Luckily she found an enlightened British doctor who believes that 

ulcerative colitis – and all the Inflammatory Bowel Diseases – are reversible.  

“He maintains that GMOs, gluten, the preservatives in our food and processed 

sugar, together with the rampant overuse of antibiotics, are the main culprits of IBD 

symptoms.” Jack turned to Joe. “Did you know that 80% of your immune system is in 

your gut? “ 

“Wow! No.” 
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“This doctor uses simple logic to restore that immunity. Put back the good 

bacteria and add anti-inflammatories to calm the colon and soothe the lining. Then 

allow your colon to continue healing by no longer eating the wrong foods.” 

Jack introduced them to the mysteries of bone broth, eating certain organic 

fruits and vegetables, grass-fed beef, meat from animals not raised on growth 

hormones and antibiotics, and wild caught fish. Potatoes, tomatoes, eggplants, GMO 

foods and processed foods were taboo. Enter prebiotics and probiotics. 

“This plan uses foods that aren’t a problem for anyone with ulcerative colitis – or 

Crohn’s, or any other type of IBD. That will limit your diet, at least in the beginning. 

“You won’t know precisely which foods are setting off your personal symptoms 

yet and – despite the ads you’ll see online – there’s no reliable test for finding out, 

either. You have to go through a process of trial and error.  

“When your gut has healed in a few months you can slowly reintroduce new 

foods in your search for the triggers. But there’s a strict method to it. You don’t want 

to make mistakes and flare again.” 

Joe and his uncle sat in rapt attention. The concept of the teenager’s condition 

being reversible was revolutionary! 

“Before you and Duke go home, I’ll give you all the information you need to 

continue with the protocol. It’s similar to my original British one, but comes from a 

doctor in the States. It’s a lot cheaper to get the supplements here than from 

England.” 

Jack was finding this admission of his secret strangely liberating. Openly 

conversing about his condition with another UC sufferer provided unexpected relief 

after keeping his situation hidden for so many years, anxious that no one find out, 

especially not prospective clients. 



64 
 

RIDING OUT THE DEVIL  HILARY WALKER 

 

The only person who knew was Felicia, because she had to prepare the proper 

foods for him. But he’d made her swear to keep the information to herself, on pain 

of dismissal.  She wasn’t even allowed to tell Luca, her own son. 

“If the subject of my weird diet ever comes up, just tell people I’m a picky eater.” 

Yet here he was, comfortably discussing his disease with two people he’d only 

just met. 

Felicia had gone all out to prepare a meal that wouldn’t put the guests off the 

idea of eating correctly.  

Before and after dinner, Jack gave Joe the same supplements that he was taking. 

“There are no harmful drugs in them: just all natural ingredients,” he reassured a 

nervous-looking Mr. Brady. “Check them out.” He handed over the bottles for his 

inspection.  

He knew Joe would hate having to discuss his bowel movements over the next 

four weeks, yet already sensed a new hope in him with Jack’s example to follow.  

After dinner, the three sat in the den for an hour discussing the plan for Duke. 

While the men drank gluten free beer, Joe sipped on iced water with Katie lying by 

his armchair. He stroked her long coat, enthralled by the conversation. 

During the meal Jack had reminded him he didn’t have to excuse himself when 

he needed to use the bathroom. “There’s no time for niceties when nature calls!” 

The trainer was pleased to note that the boy’s restroom trips were made with 

decreasing embarrassment as the evening wore on. 

* 

Before breakfast the next morning, Jack invited Joe to help with the horses. The 

more the kid could focus outside himself the better. Since Joe already knew where 

the bathroom was at the barn, it would relieve a lot of his stress. 
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After their summer night out in the paddocks, the horses were standing at the 

gates, ready to come in for their feed. 

Duke was in a separate paddock for the time being. He could see the other 

horses but whinnied at the sight of Joe, a familiar face.  

“Good morning to you, too, boy!” 

Jack watched him grin in pleasure at the warm greeting, place a halter on the 

animal’s head and lead him into the barn. 

Together with Luca and Frank, the trainer and teenager led the rest of the horses 

from the pasture to their stalls. Then they distributed feed and hay and filled up the 

water buckets – two per horse.  

The June day would get hot, and Jack insisted on constant monitoring of the 

water levels. He’d seen at other barns what a lack of water can do and was 

determined that no horse in his care should suffer dehydration. 

Mr. Brady joined the two hungry laborers for a healthy breakfast of blueberries 

and coconut milk yogurt, as well as the pre- and probiotics. The still hungry Joe’s 

eyes brightened when Felicia brought a large loaf of chocolate chip bread³ to the 

table. He looked furtively at Jack, as if unsure he was allowed to eat this. 

Jack laughed. “Don’t worry! My genius housekeeper has concocted a delicious 

recipe using stuff we’re allowed to eat, Joe. Believe it or not, we can have this – and 

it’ll fill you up.” He knew that Joe was nowhere near replete and neither was he. 

Felicia beamed at the youngster, who wolfed down several slices, still worried 

someone might tell him it wasn’t good for him.  

“This is great!” he announced, “I guess this diet isn’t going to be so bad.” 

“You’ll get used to it fast,” Jack said, as Felicia dissolved cocoa powder into a tall 

glass of coconut milk for Joe.  
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Seeing how much Joe enjoyed it, Mr. Brady also ate a slice. “I see what you 

mean. This won’t be a hardship at all! I wouldn’t mind having the recipe to take back 

home, Felicia, if you don’t mind.” 

“Me glad to give it to you,” the housekeeper replied. 

Pleased she was getting such well-deserved praise, Jack felt rather a heel for not 

voicing his appreciation of her more often. 

The teenager finished the rest of the bread and Jack smiled. People with UC are 

always hungry. 

Mr. Brady then asked Joe if he’d learned any interesting facts last night?  

His nephew nodded. “Yep! Did you know that the Americans tried to train bats² 

to drop bombs during World War II?” 

“You’re kidding, right?” Jack said. 

“Nope. And the project cost $2 million!  But the testing ran into trouble when the 

bats landed on the barracks, control tower and other buildings of a new army base 

and set them on fire.” 

Jack shook his head and smiled. 

Mr. Brady said, “Joe listens to a lot of podcasts and is always discovering bizarre 

facts. He makes breakfast time very entertaining.” 

“The podcasts keep my thoughts on more fun things than my UC when I can’t 

sleep at night.” 

“Well, you’re certainly making good use of your time, young man,” Jack 

remarked. He was well aware that Joe was getting up every hour or less to use the 

bathroom each night. 

While the two of them took their after meal supplements, he sensed that Joe 

was already less self-conscious about his condition with this strong man next to him 

who’d overcome UC and understood what he was going through. 
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“Bathroom break!” Jack winked at Joe. “Then get your riding clothes on and we’ll 

meet at the barn. Time to start Duke’s education.” 

* 

Mr. Brady watched from the bleachers as Joe rode his horse. 

Jack stood in the center of the arena, making helpful comments. “Yup! That’s 

good. Watch you don’t tilt his head – there you go!” 

He looked up and gave the thumbs up sign to Mr. Brady, who was taking a video 

of the session with his cell phone. 

“O.K.” Jack was saying, “that was good work. Walk him off for a few minutes, 

while I tell Luca to bring another horse. How do you feel about riding one of mine, if I 

promise you that he’s very quiet?” 

Joe looked worried. “Ride him in here with Duke?” 

“Yes. But I’ll be on the difficult horse – you’ll be on the nonchalant one.” 

Joe looked up anxiously at his uncle in the bleachers. Mr. Brady nodded. “Go 

ahead, son, if you feel up to it.” 

The boy took a deep breath. “O.K. I’ll do it!”  

“Good!”   Jack talked briefly into his cell phone, and within minutes Luca was 

standing at the gate with a 15 hh brown and white paint gelding. 

Jack walked towards Joe. “O.K. hop off, and I’ll take Duke. Luca will help you with 

Papa.” 

The boy dismounted and went over to the arena entrance. 

Jack called out, “He’s my horse, so take care of him!” He didn’t want Joe to be 

just a passenger.  

He led Duke to the mounting block and swung gently into the saddle. “Good 

man. Let’s see how you do today.” He scratched the horse’s withers, then took up 

the reins and walked towards the gate where Luca was giving Joe a leg up onto Papa. 
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The paint was in a Western saddle with an English snaffle bridle. Jack had chosen 

this deliberately. Even though the kid didn’t ride Western, the saddle would be as 

easy for him to sit in as if he were in an armchair. 

He halted Duke across from Joe. “Just relax in the saddle. Papa is super quiet, so 

enjoy him. He won’t care if Duke here throws any antics. He’ll simply look at him as if 

to say, ‘What’s your problem, dude?’ You watch.” 

Jack rode Duke around the arena one time to the left then asked Joe to walk 

Papa alongside him on the inner track. 

They switched directions with Duke on the inside track, and Jack asked Joe about 

the subjects he was studying in school and what he wanted to be when he grew up. 

“Sorry, Mr. Jack, but it’s hard to plan my future until I get well again.” 

The trainer nodded and changed the subject. “What do you think of Papa?” 

“I like him. And I could get used to this saddle, too!” 

“Yeah, Western saddles are comfortable.” They were now at the gate. “Stand 

Papa right there, and I’ll walk Duke past you in the opposite direction.” 

Jack walked the bay in a small figure of eight to get him listening, before walking 

him towards the stationary paint. 

Papa’s head was low, with half-closed eyes. He exuded no negative energy and 

Duke walked by without any acknowledgement beyond one ear cocked towards him. 

“That’s a good start. Now walk on the outside track and keep going till I say 

stop.” 

Joe did as bid, and Jack worked Duke in larger figures of eight. This way Papa was 

sometimes coming towards him on the arc of a circle, and at other times he was 

walking in the same direction. 
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Duke showed tension when Papa came close, but Jack quietly positioned him in 

shoulder-in to face into the circle, away from Papa and asked for a more purposeful 

walk. 

By bringing his horse’s shoulders inwards from the track and asking him to move 

laterally, Jack was helping the gelding soften his body and let go of tension. 

“O.K. now change rein.” 

Joe obliged and walked the paint in the other direction. 

Jack repeated the figure of eight exercise, but this time the circles were even 

larger so Duke would come nearer the paint. 

The first time Papa came really close, Duke wanted to rear and spin. But Jack 

maneuvered the animal’s shoulders at a steep angle into the circle to prevent him. 

Soon Joe’s gelding decided that trying to rear was more work than it was worth and 

quietly walked on his two connected circles while Joe trotted Papa around him a 

short distance away. 

As soon as Duke had performed flawless figures of eight with Papa trotting 

around the track, Jack patted him and brought him to a halt. 

“That’ll do for today. Let’s walk them off side by side.” 

Duke fell in beside the little paint. 

“Wow! That was great, Mr. Jack.” 

“We’ve given Duke here something to think about, eh? He won’t take long to 

sort out and then we’ll get you on him. You saw that once he realized I was in charge, 

he backed down pretty fast. Horses need us to lead them. If we do that, they’ll 

follow.” He added gently, “I know it takes a while after a bad experience to get your 

confidence back. But you will, I promise you.” 

Joe looked up in the bleachers and smiled at his uncle. 
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Chapter Eleven: Father Michael 

 

When Mr. Brady left four days later there were signs of improvement not only in 

the horse but also in his nephew’s condition. 

Last night the teenager had slept for five whole hours without needing to go to 

the bathroom, with no blood in his stool during the day. This was a big turning point. 

And Jack looked forward to the fun podcast facts from Joe at breakfast.  

By the time of Mr. Brady’s departure, Jack not only knew about the American 

wartime bat experiment, but also that cats have 32 muscles in each ear, that most 

elephants weigh less than a whale’s tongue and that it’s illegal to whisper into 

someone’s ear when they’re moose hunting in Alaska. 

He had to hand it to Joe – he wasn’t letting his disease prevent him from showing 

an interest in the world around him. Many kids would have moped around feeling 

sorry for themselves, but this one had more gumption.  

His uncle had one stipulation before leaving Joe and Duke for the rest of the 

month. 

“Jack, our family is Catholic and Joe needs to go to Mass on Sundays.” 

This is getting eerie, Jack thought, increasingly convinced that his mother’s hand 

was behind current events. “No problem. Felicia is Catholic, and I’m sure she’ll be 

happy to take him with her.”  

He had no idea where the church was or its name. 

Satisfied, the uncle left for Virginia. 

Jack brought up the subject with Felicia that evening as she served them supper. 

She and her son Luca lived in the house attached to the barn and Jack noted that 

now Joe was staying at the farm, she was comfortable waiting on them rather than 

leaving the taciturn man to eat alone. 
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He could tell that she approved of his own more regular eating habits with the 

young lad to supervise. 

“Felicia, you’ll be glad to know that we are currently harboring another Catholic 

at the farm, besides yourself and Luca.” Jack pointed at Joe and winked. 

“Bueno!” The matronly Mexican beamed at the boy. “I take you to my church 

tomorrow?” The next day was Sunday. 

“Is it far?” Joe sounded anxious.  

Jack understood his concern about making the trip tomorrow without an 

accident, and sitting through the service without urgently needing to dash to the 

bathroom. Joe’s symptoms were improving, but unannounced diarrhea was still an 

issue. 

He wished he could tell the boy how far away the church was, but to help calm 

his fears said, “I suggest we wait on breakfast until you get back from Mass. That way 

your system will have nothing to run through it.”  

“La iglesia is ten minutes from here,” Felicia told Joe. “We go to 8 o’clock Misa, 

yes?” 

“O.K. Ms. Felicia.” He looked a little less worried. 

Felicia couldn’t resist asking, “You come too, Mister Jack?” 

“Me? No.” 

She shook her head. “Big shame, Mister Jack.” 

“Are you Catholic, too?” Joe asked him. 

“Not anymore,” Jack stoutly replied, “but don’t let that stop you two.” 

“I still pray you come back to the faith,” Felicia declared. 

“You’ll be praying a long time.” 

“I still do it.” 



72 
 

RIDING OUT THE DEVIL  HILARY WALKER 

 

“Suit yourself.” 

* 

Sunday was a day off for the regular staff. Brad, an older local man who used to 

train racehorses, helped Jack bring the horses in to feed. Joe wanted to help, but Jack 

told him to stay clean for church. 

The teenager gave Duke a treat before leaving at 7:30 a.m. and Felicia quickly 

grabbed sanitizer from her purse. “You not take Communion in those dirty hands!” 

Joe rolled his eyes playfully at her, and Jack grinned. The kid was feeling a lot 

better. 

Luca drove his mother and the boy to Mass in his old pick-up. Luckily Joe was 

skinny and Luca was wiry, as the three of them had to sit together on the one and 

only seat with Joe in the middle. Once the teenager bulked up that arrangement 

would cease to work. 

They would be gone for a couple of hours. Jack whistled and Katie ran over to 

him. She sat by his side looking up expectantly, her happy tail brushing grubby 

angels’ wings in the dusty earth.  

He stroked her head. “Let’s go for a walk, old girl!”  

It was going to be a warm day. Summer was here and it was high time he got the 

dog’s coat shaved off. She loved the attention from the groomers, who also clipped 

her nails and cleaned her ears, and she had more energy afterwards.  

Perhaps Joe might like to come with him? They could drop Katie off at the pet 

store and go to the one café in town with a menu that suited their situation. Yes, that 

would be fun. 

“Come on, let’s check the fencing.” 
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This down time was an opportunity for Jack to check his property boundaries. 

There were several places where the deer jumped the rails and often brought them 

down. 

Katie loved this time with her master, and followed him along the trail between 

the two biggest fields behind the farm house.  

A few minutes later he rolled up his sleeves. The sun was heating up the day and 

Katie was glad when they reached the far side of the pasture and the shade afforded 

by the trees along the fence line. Jack paused for a moment to let the panting dog 

have a rest while he examined the surrounding rails. A couple of posts had been 

pushed out and were leaning precariously. Jack made a mental note to replace them. 

“O.K. Get up, girl!” 

He walked with her to the other end of the field. They reached the water trough 

and he motioned that she had permission to sneak under the rails and lap up the 

contents. She placed her front paws on the edge of the rubber tub and thirstily drank 

in the cool liquid. 

Jack watched her. Animals were such wonderful creatures! They had no agenda 

and were honest in their responses. Unlike people, they didn’t look for drama, and 

listened to the voice of authority. 

But Joe was unusual. As a human, and a teenage one at that, he was a refreshing 

change from the examples he’d worked with in the past. Eager to learn and 

respectful of Jack, he appreciated what the older man could teach him.  

And Jack enjoyed learning those bizarre facts from Joe! Yesterday he was told 

that if you need an alligator to let go of you, push your thumbs into his eyeballs and 

he’ll immediately open his jaws. Useful information Jack hoped he’d never have to 

use. 

The horse trainer looked at his watch. There was still an hour to go so he lay 

down in the grass.  
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As he looked up at the few tendrils of cloud drifting across the sky it struck him 

that he felt no aggravation at the thought of Joe’s return. Despite previous 

misgivings, he didn’t consider the boy an intrusion. 

He smiled. There’s hope for you yet, Jack!  

* 

Luca’s light blue pick-up was in the parking area when Jack and Katie got back to 

the farm house. The retriever padded to her water bowl for another long drink, then 

flopped down on the cool kitchen tile, panting.  

Felicia was preparing breakfast and would join them today, as Luca was about to 

leave for brunch with his girlfriend. 

“Hi Joe, how was church?” 

“Good, thanks, Mr. Jack.” 

“Was the service in Spanish or English?” 

Felicia gave him a disparaging look. “Inglés, Mr. Jack. I no take him to my Misa. 

He no understand.” She added mysteriously, “Master Joe have question for you.”  

“Oh?” 

The boy’s spoonful of blueberry yogurt paused in mid-air. He’d become addicted 

to the many available flavors of coconut yogurt. “Er, I met Father Michael after 

Mass.” 

“That’s great, son. How did you like him?” Jack had never met Father Michael 

and knew Felicia would say something snide if he mentioned the fact. 

“He’s a good guy – I mean priest. I told him how much fun I’m having here, with 

you training Duke and all.” Joe swallowed his yogurt. 

“I’m glad to hear it.”  

Joe cleared his throat. “I said I’d love him to come and watch you work with 

Duke.” 
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What? 

“He said he used to ride horses before he went into the seminary. He loves them.  

I thought it would be fun for him to come and see ours.” 

“What did he say?” It was too much to hope that the man didn’t have the time. 

“That I needed to ask your permission first.” 

Jack’s heart sank. “So he’s interested in coming over?” For sure the priest 

planned more than watching horses at work. 

“Yup, he said he’d love to see us riding.” 

Everything inside Jack screamed ‘No!’ He’d left all that behind him in England! 

He could feel Felicia’s eyes boring into him: Joe would be disappointed if he 

refused. The boy trusted his opinion, and for the sake of his continued progress it 

was crucial this confidence not be broken. 

Maybe he could contact Father Michael and tell him that he was welcome as 

long as he didn’t try to evangelize? That would avoid any awkward conversations in 

front of Joe. 

This elegant solution pleased him, for he had nothing in principle against letting 

the priest watch Joe. It would boost the boy’s morale no end. 

And a nagging voice was telling him he’d better agree to this. Was that Mum 

again? 

“O.K. sure. Why not?” 

“Awesome! Thanks, Mr. Jack!” 

“When were you thinking of having him over?” 

“Tomorrow is his day off, so I thought we could invite him over in the morning?” 

Jack swallowed hard and managed a feeble smile. 
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Chapter Twelve: Father Michael Visits 

 

It was an effort for Jack to be pleasant for the rest of Sunday, but with a lot of 

chores to get through there was little necessity for talking.  

Katie had formed a deep attachment to Joe and followed him everywhere. Felicia 

suspected the retriever was sleeping on Joe’s bed, as she found hairs all over the 

duvet. But Jack didn’t say anything: if Katie was helping the kid, so much the better. 

As he stroked the dog, Joe announced: “Mr. Jack, there was no blood when I 

went to the bathroom last night.” 

That meant the teenager was going twenty-four hours with no bleeding – the 

protocol was working. And Jack had already noticed his daytime bathroom trips were 

less frequent. This was good news! 

Okay, if I have to endure a visit by that priest in exchange for this information, I 

can handle it. 

“Hey, that’s wonderful! Have you told your family?” 

Massaging Katie’s ears, Joe nodded. “Yep, I called them first thing this morning. 

They’re really happy, Mr. Jack – like me.” 

“I’ll bet they are! Thanks for telling me.” He added gently, “It’s not fun talking 

about it, is it?” 

Joe looked up. “No, sir, it isn’t!” 

“Well, soon there won’t be anything to talk about.” 

“I sure look forward to that.” 

In a better mood, Jack talked about his plan to drive into town this coming week 

to get Katie shaved. “She’ll look weird afterwards, but will be very happy to have that 

coat gone.” 

“Cool! I’ve never seen a Golden Retriever with short hair!” 
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Jack then asked Joe, “Do you know how to operate a tractor?”  

The teenager shook his head. “Uncle Rob’s never suggested it.” 

“Wanna learn?” 

“You bet!”  

“Call your uncle again, would you, to make sure he’s O.K. with it? Tell him I want 

to teach you how to mow the horses’ fields.” 

After lunch, with his Uncle Rob’s permission and Katie looking on, Joe took 

instruction in the art of driving a tractor, learning to raise and lower the mowing 

attachment and engage the PTO. 

“What’s the PTO?” Joe asked. 

“Stands for Power Take-Off, the system on the drive shaft that sends energy 

from the engine back to the bush-hogger.” 

“Bush-hogger?” Joe looked confused. 

“It’s like mowing, but without cutting the grass as short as a lawn. I get it to a 

good height for the horses while discouraging weeds from growing too high and 

spreading.” 

Joe bush-hogged the front field while Jack scrubbed and cleaned out the water 

troughs and kept an eye on his charge. The teenager waved at Jack as he drove past, 

yelling, “This is fun!” 

By 6 p.m. the two were more than ready for their dinner.   

* 

The next morning Jack was instructing Joe on Duke when a modest blue sedan 

drove up to the farm house.  

An older man in a black soutane and white dog collar climbed out and was 

instantly greeted by Katie. He bent down and stroked her soft head. 
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“Father Michael’s here!” Joe shouted. 

Jack wished he could drum up the same enthusiasm: it was going to cost him a 

great deal to be civil. He took a deep breath and walked over to the pastor, hand 

extended. 

“Good morning. Father Michael?” 

Father nodded and shook Jack’s hand warmly. “You must be Jack, the man Joe 

was raving about yesterday, who is working such miracles on his horse and his 

health.” 

“‘Miracles’ is rather an overstatement. I train horses, and Joe has a nice horse in 

need of confidence building, that’s all.” 

“Not to hear Joe tell it. He’s very much in awe of you.” He returned Joe’s wave 

with a broad smile.  

“Come and watch him. He’s a good rider.” Jack led the priest to the bleachers. “I 

have to teach, so do you mind if Katie joins you?” 

The dog was already jumping up next to the clergyman. 

“Not at all. She’ll be good company.” 

“She’ll get hair on your clothes. She sheds a lot.” 

Father Michael grinned. “That’s what clothes brushes are for – and dry cleaners.”  

Jack had to admit the man had a cool attitude for a Catholic priest, as he 

resumed his own station by the arena rail. 

Joe asked Duke for counter canter along the far side of the arena and Jack 

walked into the center. “Good! Now walk for a few steps and pick up true canter.” 

Duke calmly obeyed Joe’s aid. 

“That’s great. Now bring him back to walk and let him out on a loose rein.”  
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Jack walked out of the arena and pulled his cell phone out of its holster to give 

the usual call for Luca to bring Papa over. 

Joe patted his horse and walked him for three minutes. He then checked that the 

animal’s breathing was back to normal before halting opposite Father Michael. 

“Hi there, Father!” 

“Hello, Joe! That’s a beautiful horse you have there. What’s his name again?” 

“Duke.” 

“How old is he?” 

“Ten, Father.” 

“I think you told me that you compete him?” 

“I did, until he got his problem. But Mr. Jack is fixing that. Here’s his horse Papa. 

Duke is learning to handle having him work in the arena with him.” 

“I look forward to watching you.” 

Joe grinned and walked Duke over to the gate, where he and Jack swapped 

horses. Instead of Luca giving Joe a leg up outside the gate, the two led their geldings 

to the mounting block in the corner of the arena. 

Joe got on Papa first and stood close by while Jack mounted Duke, to acclimatize 

the bay to another horse in his personal space. 

Duke now accepted Papa approaching him while both horses were trotting, as 

long as Papa kept a healthy gap between them. Today Jack asked Joe to come as 

near as if he were a competitor at a show.  

“I’ll ride Duke on the inside track, so you come on the left rein and we’ll see how 

he does.” 

Joe walked the paint next to the outside rail and Jack brought Duke towards him 

with a much smaller distance between them. Duke turned his head in Papa’s 

direction, but more in recognition than fear. 
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Jack patted the bay. “Good lad!” He then told Joe to pick up the trot. 

He continued to walk the bay as the little paint trotted close by. Duke didn’t 

flinch so he urged him into trot. Now the two horses were moving in a faster pace 

towards each other. 

The gelding passed this test with flying colors so they switched direction. Duke 

was now ‘hemmed’ between the rail and the horse, a more threatening situation. 

But he didn’t react at all to Papa. 

“O.K. walk time!” Jack drew alongside Joe, and pulled out his cell. “I’m going to 

add another horse to the mix,” he said. “I feel we can up the ante. 

“Luca? We’re ready for Spinnet. We’re just going to walk her, she doesn’t have to 

look immaculate – I know I’ve sprung this on you.” There was a pause. “Great, 

thanks. See you shortly.” 

Jack had forgotten about Father Michael while he concentrated on Joe and Duke. 

He was therefore surprised to see a black figure sitting with the golden dog in the 

bleachers while he and Joe walked their horses off.  

Joe waved at him. “Duke’s doing great, isn’t he?” he yelled. 

The priest nodded. “He sure is!” 

Soon Luca appeared with the liver chestnut. She was taller than Papa and of a 

more nervous disposition than the paint. 

He reassured Joe, “We’re just going to walk side by side, you and I, while Luca 

rides Spinnet in the ring.  Duke can get used to a new and higher energy horse 

working in the same space as him.” 

Luca walked the mare in circles, coming close to Duke at times. The gelding 

tensed and side-stepped away from her. But it was encouraging that his reaction 

wasn’t violent, nor did he attempt to rear. He was developing trust in Jack. 



81 
 

RIDING OUT THE DEVIL  HILARY WALKER 

 

“Let’s see how it goes in trot, Luca.” To Joe he said, “Why don’t you peel off and 

do some trot work, too, so Duke doesn’t have his new BFF with him?” 

“O.K., Mr. Jack.” The boy turned Papa away. He trotted steadily round the 

outside track, then rode in circles and figures of eight. 

Jack let Duke get used to this activity around him, then called both riders to walk 

quietly up to him. 

“That’s good, guys. Now I’m going to travel left on the inside track. Joe, you ride 

Papa on the outside track towards me, and Luca on the third track towards me, so I 

have to pass between you both. We’ll do it in trot, so give me a wide berth.” 

Jack urged Duke into an active, forward trot and relaxed deeply into the saddle 

as the two horses came towards him, one on either side. This was a big test of the 

bay’s faith in his rider.  

Duke was unhappy with this arrangement. He felt there was nowhere for him to 

escape, except upwards. But Jack immediately placed him into a steep shoulder-in, 

facing Papa, and pushed him strongly forwards with his seat and legs, to keep the 

horse’s concentration on his rider and the open space beyond the two horses. 

The oncoming riders passed by Duke on either side and the gelding discovered 

that his rider had led him through safely. 

Jack halted the horse and scratched his withers. “Good man, Duke! That was 

tough for you.” He called to Joe and Luca to keep coming round. 

After four more attempts Duke finally relaxed and trotted between the two 

horses without flinching. 

“O.K. let’s do that in the other direction!” 

Duke’s initial reaction was the same as before. But he received the same 

instructions from his rider to move forwards and not think about anything else. By 

the second time the bay had settled down. 
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“There you go, Duke. You didn’t get killed, did you? Thanks, guys, we’ll just walk 

them off now.” 

Appearing to roam randomly around the sand school, the riders were in fact 

making sure that Duke frequently had a horse coming towards him. On a long rein 

like the other two, his ears were flopping by the end of the cool-off period. Jack was 

pleased: the gelding was making huge progress. 

When they dismounted, Jack gave Duke back to Joe and took Papa from him. The 

three led their horses out of the arena. 

Father Michael descended from the bleachers and met them at the entrance 

gate with Katie in tow. 

“Did you see how well Duke did, Father?” Joe asked. “He used to rear anytime 

another horse came from in front. Did you see how Mr. Jack rode him through his 

fear?” 

The priest looked at the bemused horse trainer. “He certainly knows what he’s 

doing.” 

“He’s not afraid of Duke, like I am.” 

Jack put a hand on the teenager’s bony shoulder. “By the time you leave here, 

son, you won’t be, either.” 

“I really hope so. Is it O.K. if Father comes to see the barn?” 

Jack nodded. How could he say no? “Joe tells me you spent a lot of time around 

horses before you went into the seminary.” 

“Yes, I did. But show-jumping was more my thing. I wasn’t good at dressage, like 

Joe here.” 

“Jumping is my first love for the same reason,” Jack said. “Dressage is hard 

work!” 
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The three riders walked with their mounts to the barn, and Father followed Joe 

to Duke’s stall where he watched the youngster remove the horse’s tack.  

When the teenager left for the bathroom, Jack smiled inwardly at the fact that 

Joe was now managing for so long between those breaks. 

With the boy gone, the priest went over to the trainer, who was brushing the 

prickly Spinnet. 

“You really have a way with difficult horses, Jack.” 

“Thanks. It’s a useful gift. Earns me a living.” 

“You also have a talent for helping young people.” 

Jack needed to get one thing straight. “I actually avoid helping them. I prefer to 

work with adults – or rather, with their horses.” 

“So how come you’re helping Joe?” 

This was tricky! Telling Father meant spreading the news about his condition. But 

he couldn’t lie to a priest. It would be letting his mother down – and Joe. 

His back was to the pastor.  “We happen to have the same health issues. I found 

a way to handle mine, and since Joe brought his horse to me for help, it made sense 

to help the boy, too. It’s no big deal.” 

“It is to Joe, I can assure you. Felicia told me the boy’s health has already made a 

big turnaround in the short time he’s been here.” 

“Yeah, well, it’s just a matter of good information. I’m lucky my mother found 

the answer to reversing my condition, and now I’m passing it on to Joe.” 

“Your mother sounds like a good person.” 

“Yeah. She just died.” 

“Oh, I am sorry, Jack. My condolences.” 

“Thank you.” 
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“So how long is Joe staying with you?” 

“We provisionally said a month. That should be enough time for his horse to get 

over his fears and for Joe to gain Duke’s trust again.” 

“Well, I can see Joe is in very good hands here, and you treat him just like a son. 

Do you have kids of your own?” 

“No.” 

“A pity, you’d make a good dad.” 

Trust a Catholic priest to dig in the knife! 

His tone was sarcastic. “Yeah, well, we can’t all be blessed with children and I’m 

happier with horses, anyway. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to go over the rest of 

today’s busy schedule with my manager.” 

“Of course.” The priest moved aside to let Jack escape. 

Joe returned from the bathroom, and Jack overheard the priest take his leave of 

him.  

The teenager was asking, “Are you going to come back soon? I want you to see 

my progress with Duke!” 

Jack sensed the pastor looking over at him where he stood by the bulletin board 

with his back to them, studying the day’s timetable. “I’d love to, son.”  

With Katie and Joe for escorts, Father Michael walked to his dark blue sedan. 

Good riddance! Jack thought. 
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Chapter Thirteen: Three Steps Backwards 

 

Having just seen the back of the annoying priest, Jack was irritated to find that 

Joe wanted to talk about him over dinner. 

The youngster had a faraway look in his eyes. “You know, Mr. Jack, Father 

Michael is just the way I’d like God to be – kind and good and interested in horses.” 

Jack had to smile at that last description. One of his favorite quotes was about 

not wanting to go to any heaven that had no horses, but he could feel his mother 

warning him not to say it out loud. The teenager might agree with it, but the priest 

would be unimpressed.  

“You know, Mr. Jack, you and Father are very similar.” 

The horse trainer almost choked on his iced water. He couldn’t imagine two men 

further apart in their beliefs and outlook on life. 

“How can you possibly think that?” 

“You know, like I said about Father Michael – you’re kind and good, and you love 

horses.” 

“I’ll give you the bit about horses, Joe, but I draw the line at kind and good. Let’s 

leave those attributes to Father, shall we?” 

“I don’t understand, Mr. Jack. Don’t you want people to think you’re a good 

person?” 

Felicia was facing the stove and Jack saw her body freeze. He had to be very 

careful what he said next. 

“It’s like this. Not all of us have led blameless lives like your priest. Some of us 

have done things we’d rather forget, which prove that we aren’t, as you say, ‘kind 

and good.’” 
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Felicia’s shoulders relaxed. 

“But that’s what confession’s for! Don’t you ever go to confession?” 

Oh, boy! Stuck between a rock and a hard place again! 

He was suddenly tired of tiptoeing round the issue. “Some of us don’t believe in 

confession, Joe.”  

Felicia’s body went rigid again. 

“Man, that’s too bad. Confession is where you get things off your chest. Then 

you come out and start all over again, and try to get it right next time. ” 

Oh, for the innocence of this youth!  

“I’ll bear that in mind, Joe. Thank you.” 

The rest of the meal was spent discussing how well Duke’s training was going. 

“From now on I’ll have you ride Duke the same way I’ve been doing. If all goes 

well, you’ll be ready to take him to a local show.” Joe looked alarmed, but Jack 

continued, “You’ve seen how relaxed he is now. This is your time to step up and be a 

leader.” 

He advised going to the venue as a non-competitor, to reintroduce them both to 

the busy show environment. Horse and boy would have the opportunity to work in 

the warm up ring and see how they managed without the pressure of preparing for a 

judged test.  

They could spend all day there, if they wanted. 

“Especially since my body is behaving like a normal person’s now,” Joe added. 

Jack grinned. “You should pat yourself on the back. That’s all because of your 

self-discipline. You could have sneaked other food in, but you didn’t.  I’ll print out 

information sheets for you when you leave, so you can keep up the good work.” 

“I don’t really want to leave, Mr. Jack.” 
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Jack was touched by the boy’s frankness. “We’ve kinda got used to each other, 

haven’t we?” 

The kid stared at his empty plate. “Yeah.” 

Felicia swiftly stepped forward and offered more food to the ever hungry 

teenager. 

Later that evening Jack found details of a show online. It was only fifteen miles 

away in two weeks’ time. 

If all went well Joe and Duke could go home afterwards, since the venue was on 

the Bradys’ route back to Virginia.  

So why did Jack have a problem with the idea? Wasn’t the whole idea of training 

the horse to get him ready to return with his human? 

Occasionally a particularly hard equine case came to him, requiring many hours 

of research and brain storming to create a customized rehabilitation plan for the 

animal.  

Several weeks later, when the horse trusted him and was behaving beautifully, 

the owner was invited back and shown how to continue the training at home. 

Each time Jack would fight a ridiculous sensation of proprietorship over the 

animal and found it hard to let him go. He was worried the horse would regress 

without him on hand to assist. 

In those moments he had to remind himself he was not only helping horses – he 

also ran a business.  

And now he was having the same problem with Joe. He suddenly realized how 

much emotional energy he’d invested in the kid.  

At least after the boy was gone he could go back to helping horses, not people. 

He dialed Mr. Brady’s number to let him know where to come and watch his 

nephew show off what he’d learnt. 
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* 

The following week Jack and Joe were busy. With Duke’s owner in the saddle, 

Jack added more and more horses to the arena.  

Since he, Luca and Frank could only ride one horse at a time and Duke was 

comfortable around all of them by now, Jack invited local riders over every day to 

use his large outdoor sand arena. 

At any given time there were as many as fifteen horses milling around with Duke, 

of varying breeds, sizes and colors. An Appaloosa with spotted coat and skimpy mane 

and tail: a black Friesian with high head carriage, long mane and flowing feathers 

around its fetlocks: a hairy and chunky black and white Gypsy Vanner: a palomino 

Welsh Mountain pony with bushy mane and tail: a dapple gray mare with her mane 

hogged, and to make it even more interesting, a short brown donkey with long ears. 

These were just some of the equines moving around Duke, and Jack couldn’t 

have hoped for a more motley crew. But Joe handled it like a champ and the smile 

never left his face. 

Every evening the day’s experiences provided plenty to talk about and Jack 

would part from Joe each night with his usual exhortation of “Sleep well, buddy, 

tomorrow is another busy day!” To which Joe was now replying, “And another good 

day!” 

He was getting a full eight hours’ rest and no longer listened to podcasts during 

the night. While Jack missed the interesting facts over breakfast, he was glad of the 

reason for their absence.  

And now it was Saturday morning and Joe’s confidence was high. In one week he 

and Duke would enjoy a positive experience at the show and go home happy. 

Several enthusiastic local riders were already exercising their horses when Joe 

and his bay entered the arena. Word had spread fast about this rare opportunity to 
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use the famous Jack Harper’s facilities, and new people were arriving daily. It was 

exactly what Jack wanted. 

Joe settled into his regular routine with Duke, cognizant of the other horses but 

concentrating on his own mount.  

Luca was riding Papa and Jack sat on Spinnet. The mare was due to go home the 

next day. 

Their presence in the arena was soothing to Joe’s nerves when this frightening 

exercise began but now, a week later, he was hardly aware of them. 

Joe was asking Duke for an extended trot down the long side and being on the 

left rein, he had right of way on the outside rail. Jack’s mantra of passing ‘left 

shoulder to left shoulder’ had been well drummed into his head! 

But not into that of the oncoming rider of a large black horse. She was heading 

directly towards Joe and Duke on the outside track. 

An unhappy Jack was watching. That woman had better move to the inside soon! 

But she appeared to think that Joe should yield to her. 

Jack saw Joe frantically wave at the woman to get out of his way, but she 

responded with an angry expression and continued on her collision course. 

She was four feet away when Duke stopped dead. 

He reared and the woman, forced to turn her horse inwards, shouted angrily at 

Joe, “You idiot!” 

In a single instant, all the hard work with Duke was destroyed: Jack was torn 

between strangling the thoughtless rider and rushing to help Joe. 

Luca had also witnessed the incident and cantered Papa over to the woman on 

the black horse so Jack could hurry over to the hapless Joe. He could hear Luca 

yelling at her to leave the premises immediately. 

Meanwhile the other riders were giving Duke a wide berth.  
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Joe had managed to sit out the rear – having put his arms around the horse’s 

neck as he’d seen Jack do – but was trembling in the saddle and holding Duke’s nose 

to one side to prevent him from rearing again.   

Without horses milling closely around him, Duke was standing quietly and 

allowed Jack to approach from behind on a familiar horse. 

“Are you alright, son?” 

“Oh, Mr. Jack, we were doing so well before that – that- !” 

“I know, Joe – I could kill that woman. Let’s get you out of the arena. You can 

soften your hold on Duke now. He’ll follow Spinnet quietly.” 

Duke proved Jack right by walking calmly behind the mare through the gate and 

up to the origin of Joe’s misery. Her face was flushed as she straightened the black 

gelding to lead him up the ramp and into the trailer. 

Jack pulled alongside her. “You’re a disgrace! You have no idea of the damage 

you’ve caused with your reckless riding. Don’t you dare go out in public with a horse 

again until you’ve learned ring etiquette!” 

She glowered at him and yanked on the lead rope. “Come on, Jet!” 

“You’d better apologize to young Joe here. Your asinine behavior has just ruined 

the weeks of hard work he put into his horse.” 

Embarrassed, the woman continued to pull on the rope. Exasperated, Jack leapt 

off the mare and stood in front of her horse so she couldn’t load him. 

“Fine! Now you can apologize to both of us. Otherwise you’ll be paying for the 

extra training his horse now needs.” He snatched the lead rope out of her hands.  

“And I don’t come cheap!” he growled in her face. 

Having also dismounted Joe stood in acute embarrassment next to Duke. 

The woman was staring at the ground, trying to hold back tears.  

Jack was unimpressed. “So? What’s it to be? How’s your bank account looking?” 
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“Stop! I’m sorry! I’m really sorry!” she cried. 

“Sorry to whom? For what? Look at us!” he boomed. 

He knew Joe was uncomfortable. But it was important for this woman to show 

the teenager respect as the first step in his second round of rehabilitation. 

Her eyes met Joe’s. “I’m really sorry I upset you and your horse. I forgot that I’m 

supposed to be on the inside when I’m traveling to the right.” 

Joe was too shaken to do anything but nod. 

The woman turned to Jack, her face a deep shade of crimson. “And I’m sorry I’ve 

undone all your training.” 

She looked at the ground again. 

Jack grunted, “That’s better.”  

He handed her Jet’s lead rope and motioned to Joe. The two of them walked 

their horses to the barn. 

As he brushed Spinnet down, Jack puzzled over how to overcome this major 

setback.  

The teenager was draped forlornly over Duke’s stall door, staring at his gelding. 

He would take a lot of persuasion to ride in that arena with other horses again. Or 

even to mount the bay at all. 

“Hey, Joe!” he called, “Let’s turn them out.” 

Without talking, they led the two horses to their separate fields. Spinnet politely 

waited for Jack to remove her head collar, then swiveled round to gallop over to the 

other mares grazing at the far end of the pasture. 

The horse had come a long way: she was now a sensible, normal equine and no 

longer acted up with Jack. When her owner arrived tomorrow to pick her up, Jack 

was sure she’d be pleased with the animal’s turnaround. 
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If only he could say the same for Joe and Duke! That show in a week’s time was 

looking more like a long shot instead of certain triumph. 

He put his arm round Joe’s shoulder and they walked back to the farm house in 

continued silence.  

Felicia had heard the bad news about Duke from Luca. She was careful not to ask 

the usual questions about how the morning had gone and confined her conversation 

to food-pertinent comments while serving lunch. 

Joe took a couple of mouthfuls then leapt up and rushed to the bathroom. 

“That’s not a good sign.” Jack said. 

Felicia shook her head in agreement.  

He groaned, painfully aware that the stress of Joe’s new trauma had brought on 

his ulcerative colitis symptoms again. 

Jack was back at square one with the boy and his horse. 
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Chapter Fourteen: Damage Control 

 

“Felicia, no offense, but maybe Joe and I should eat lunch alone.  We need to talk 

this over, just the two of us.” 

“Si, Señor Jack.” She opened the fridge and pointed inside. “Dessert.”  Then she 

removed her apron, draped it over her arm and left, muttering “Pobre niño!” 

“Thanks.” 

Jack sighed. Somehow he had to put Joe’s terrifying incident to positive use. 

Making the impossible possible was his specialty, but at present it was hard to see 

how to achieve it. 

First he needed to get Joe’s gut back in order. He rose from the table and 

searched in the pantry for a minute or two before returning to his chair with a white 

tub in his hand. 

As expected, it was a good fifteen minutes before a wan Joe reappeared. He was 

back to the desolate kid who’d shown up three weeks ago. 

“Hey!” Jack’s voice was deliberately bright. “I’ve got something here that I’ve 

been saving for a moment like this.” He picked up the tub, which got the teenager’s 

attention. “This is a powder called ‘Everybody’s Fiber’³ and contains seriously good 

stuff that will calm your gut quickly. Take a small spoonful a day with your other 

supplements and you’ll start feeling better very quickly.” 

Sudden hope filled Joe’s eyes as he watched Jack mix the powder into his glass of 

chocolate coconut milk.  

“Just take sips with your food until you’ve finished it.” 

The teenager alternated bites of food with the magic potion, and had soon 

finished both. Jack warned him the effects wouldn’t be immediate, and sure enough 

Joe had to make two more bathroom trips. 
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“But I promise you, things will improve by this evening.” 

The boy must continue to trust him: that was key. If Joe believed he’d get better 

quickly, he would calm down emotionally and his body would follow suit.  

Jack began making a note of the time gaps between Joe’s disappearances into 

the bathroom. He wanted to encourage the boy by observing how those visits 

became less frequent over the course of the afternoon. 

In the meantime, the youngster needed a break from the horses and from 

dwelling on this morning’s incident – but somewhere close to bathrooms. He needed 

the safety net of their proximity. 

To make the suggestion of changing their afternoon routine more appealing he 

added, “We’ll take Katie with us. She’ll enjoy this.” 

Joe was too despondent to argue. 

Down in a valley on the back of Jack’s property, a little log cabin nestled by the 

shores of a small lake. Jack didn’t like strangers staying in the farm house with him, 

so he rented the cabin to clients who wanted to stick around and observe their 

horses’ training without having to stay in a local hotel. 

Otherwise the old structure served as a quiet retreat for Jack and his employees, 

whenever any of them needed a respite from the rigors of horse care and exercise.   

It was only twenty minutes’ walk from the farm house. However, given the 

present state of Joe’s gut, Jack drove the three of them down in his old pick-up. An 

overjoyed Katie sat by Joe with her head out of the window, ears flapping and 

tongue hanging. 

The teenager appeared to become less distraught as they wound their way past 

the fields into the dense woods sloping down to the water’s edge and the clearing 

around the cabin. 

Jack loved this place. It was like sliding into another, simpler world, and he could 

see it was having the same effect on his human passenger. 
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The trip took seven minutes, since the vehicle route was longer than the walking 

path. As soon as Joe opened his door, Katie bounded out and took off into the 

woods. 

“Mr. Jack! Where’s she going?” 

“Don’t worry, she’ll be back soon. She just likes to reacquaint herself with this 

place if we’ve not been here for a while.”  

Joe followed Jack, who showed him around the cabin’s rustic interior, including 

the location of the bathroom. The teenager seized his opportunity to use it. 

Jack stood in the sitting room and looked idly through the wide window, thumbs 

tucked into his belt. He hoped the serene lake view would relax the boy as it always 

did him. 

His eyes wandered to the stone fireplace on his right, and a collection of equine 

bric-a-brac on the rough-hewn mantelshelf. 

One piece in particular made him smile. It was his first winning ribbon with Al 

Capone. British first place rosettes are red, but the Pony Club uses blue, so it was 

obvious to Americans what they were looking at. 

He picked up the photo of his pony next to the ribbon: it reminded him of the 

one he’d found in his mother’s belongings. He was glad when Joe exited the 

bathroom and interrupted any reveries about her.  

The poor lad had been in there at least ten minutes. Jack well knew the physical 

pain of an inflamed colon constantly flushing out its watery contents, the anxiety of 

never being sure that the urge was over, and the fear of leaving the sanctuary of the 

toilet in case the diarrhea immediately returned.  

He smiled encouragingly at the boy, who looked exhausted. They left the cabin 

and walked to the bed of the truck. 

Jack opened the tailgate. “Give me a hand, would you?” 
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They pulled out a tackle box and two fishing rods and carried them down to the 

water’s edge, where Jack announced with authority, “Today you’re going to learn 

how to fish!” 

Jack wondered whether he hadn’t made Joe exchange one frustration for 

another, as the lad struggled to grasp the rudiments of attaching bait to the hook 

and casting out the line without catching it in the surrounding trees. But at least he 

was concentrating on things other than his illness and his horse. 

Eventually the two of them settled on the bank, rod in hand, quietly observing 

nature around them and hoping a fish would bite. 

It was a still day: the water perfectly reflected the light blue sky and the thin line 

of an occasional grey heron flying low across its surface. A woodpecker loudly tapped 

his way into the bark of a nearby tree and Katie darted out of the woods. 

Joe was thrilled to see her again. The dog responded by rushing up and licking his 

face. He dropped the rod to hug her, then gave Jack an apologetic look.  

“Who cares if we catch any fish, Joe! We’re just two guys, chilling.” 

“Yup!” Joe grinned. He wrapped his left arm around the panting retriever and 

picked up the rod in his right hand. 

Jack knew the lad was processing this morning’s accident. He didn’t feel like 

talking and Katie’s warm body would have a healing, comforting effect.  

Once more they sat gazing across the water, each absorbed in his own thoughts. 

Three hours and no fish later, Jack suggested they pack up and drive back for 

dinner.  

“Your bathroom trips are already getting less frequent, aren’t they?” he casually 

remarked as they placed their fishing gear in the bed of the pick-up. 

Joe cocked his head to one side. “You’re right, they are! That fiber stuff is 

working!” 
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* 

Jack must now address the incident with Duke and outline a recovery plan to put 

into action tomorrow. 

Back at the farm Katie followed Joe as both guys went to their rooms to clean up 

for dinner. 

Jack threw water over his face and washed his hands quickly. He wanted to 

arrive in the kitchen ahead of his young charge and ask Felicia to leave the two of 

them alone again. This discussion with Joe was going to be much trickier than the 

one over lunch.  

When the teenager came in, the kitchen table was covered with food and the 

familiar supplement bottles. Wordlessly the two twisted open the caps and 

swallowed the requisite pills with their drinks before tucking into their meal. 

After a few minutes Jack said, “Joe, I have a plan for you and Duke. Your success 

with him before today means it won’t take long for your confidence to return.” 

“You really think so, Mr. Jack? I’m pretty scared of Duke right now.” 

“You don’t need to be. Think about it. Last time this happened, you fell off. This 

time you knew exactly what to do and you stayed on. Duke reared on me, too, don’t 

forget!” 

“I guess.” 

“No guessing about it. Today you copied me – you put your arms around his 

neck, and weren’t unseated. Joe, you’ve collected a whole bunch of tools since 

you’ve been here, and they made the difference today.” 

Joe stopped eating and stared into space. 

“You’re more competent than you realize, and we’re going to build on that. 

Tomorrow I’ll prove to you that you’re better than you think.” 

“I have to get on him tomorrow?” 



98 
 

RIDING OUT THE DEVIL  HILARY WALKER 

 

“Your body’s already recovering and now that busy brain of yours needs to 

follow suit!” Jack leaned his elbows on the table. “Joe, you and Duke will be in scary 

positions in the future, so it’s a good thing this happened while you were still on the 

farm, where I can help you handle it.” 

“I just wish it hadn’t happened so soon after I got my confidence back.” 

“It’s a tough break, but it’ll help you grow as a rider. I’m going to use a mini-

version of the program you and Duke just went through. Instead of three weeks, it’ll 

take one week. You’ve done all the hard work already and just need to step up as 

Duke’s boss again.” 

“Do you really think I can do it that quickly?” 

“Remember how scared you were when you first came? “ 

Joe nodded. 

“And in a very short time you both trusted each other again.” Jack sat back and 

smiled. “That’s valuable information, Joe. Any time you experience another setback, 

remember – you’ve been through it before. And now you have what it takes to 

recover. Each time you’ll get over it faster.” 

Joe seemed to be digesting this thought, while Jack prayed he would accept this 

unusual perspective on the situation. He hadn’t spoken to his mother for some days 

now, but today he really needed her assistance. 

I’m relying on you to help this kid out! 

It took a few minutes – and another trip to the bathroom – before Joe said in a 

clear voice, “O.K. Mr. Jack, if you say so, I’ll try again tomorrow.” 

Thank you, Mum! 

* 

The next day was Sunday, so it wasn’t until after he had been to Mass with Luca 

and Felicia, followed by a late breakfast, that Joe had time to work with Jack. 
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This gave the trainer time to spend with Spinnet’s owner, who arrived punctually 

at 8 a.m. to fetch her mare. The animal loaded quietly into the trailer – another issue 

he’d been asked to sort out – and the lady was thrilled with the transformation in her 

horse. 

“Mr. Harper, I don’t know how you did it, but thank you!” 

“Glad to help,” he replied. “If you have any more problems, let me know and I’ll 

be happy to give her a refresher course. But that shouldn’t be necessary. Just be 

consistent in your handling of her.” He handed her a printed sheet. “Here’s an 

explanation of what I did with her, with some homework for you as we discussed.” 

He gave her a winning smile and hoped she would actually carry it out. 

“I will, Mr. Harper, I promise. Good bye!” 

The staff had the day off, so when Joe returned, he and Jack were the only ones 

on the farm apart from Brad, the once weekly help. 

So the farm was quiet, a good time to start the second round of rehab. 

First they ate a subdued breakfast, as Joe was lost in unhappy thoughts about 

the day’s agenda.  

On an inspiration, Jack asked, “Any podcast information to share this morning?” 

He was certain the kid had not slept through the night. 

Joe’s face brightened. “Did you know that a horse has the largest eyes of any 

land mammal?” 

“No, I didn’t. And do you know the age of the oldest recorded domestic horse?” 

Jack had been doing some research of his own. 

Joe shook his head. 

“His name was Old Billy and he was 62 years old when he died.” 

“Wow! Well, do you know how high the tallest recorded horse in the world 

was?” 
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“Nope.” 

“Samson, a Shire horse. He was 21.2 hands high!” 

“Well, do you know how short the smallest horse is?” 

“Nope.” 

“Neither do I!”  

They both laughed and grabbed their cell phones to see who could pull up the 

information the fastest. 

 

* 

After breakfast Jack began by riding Duke, with a less tense Joe aboard Papa. The 

two settled into the usual pattern of walking Duke on the inside track with Papa 

alongside him on the outside track, moving in the same direction. 

Then Joe rode Papa on the right rein, with Duke coming towards him on the left 

rein. Jack felt the bay hesitate slightly as he saw the paint, but as soon as he realized 

the little horse was moving out of his way, he relaxed and walked past him. 

They moved up a gait into trot. Each time Duke flinched as Papa came into view, 

and each time he settled when the gelding stayed on his inside. 

“Let’s ride some circles,” Jack said. “I’ll travel on the inside to the right and you 

move anti-clockwise around me.” 

Duke was soon happy with this arrangement, so they switched up, with the bay 

on the inside circle, traveling anti-clockwise. The horse exhibited a moment of 

claustrophobia, but it quickly passed. 

“He’s doing very well, Joe! Let’s go straight to canter.” 

Being on the outside, larger circle, and a smaller horse with shorter gaits, Papa 

took longer to travel round the whole circumference than Duke. So the points of 

their passing were continually different, which was useful. 
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Jack suggested that they change direction, keeping Duke on the inside track. He 

needed to learn to have horses coming ‘at him’ from both sides. 

A second’s hesitation was all Jack felt in the horse. 

“O.K. Joe, time to trade horses.” 

Fear filled the youngster’s eyes and he placed his left foot hesitantly in the 

stirrup. 

“Hey! What’s up with that? Duke’s not going to bite! Be strong, Joe, be a leader!” 

Jack worried that Joe might flee the scene and go to the bathroom, but he didn’t. 

He visibly gritted his teeth, took a strong hold of the cantle and sprung lightly into 

the saddle. 

“That’s the way! Now, stroke his neck and let’s go for a stroll together round the 

ring.” 

“O.K. Mr. Jack.” 

Joe slowly relaxed as Papa and Duke walked on a long rein side by side. Two laps 

later Jack asked Joe to go through the same routine the horses had just performed. 

Jack kept a big gap between Papa and Duke until Joe rode less timidly. His 

courage slowly increased as he realized his horse was comfortable with every 

movement around Papa. 

Soon he was cantering on the inside circle without a second thought, and Jack 

involuntarily sent up a Thanks, Mum! 

The first step in his recovery was successfully completed and Joe was grinning 

now.  

“O.K.!” Jack said. “Time to call it a day. Well done, young man!” 

As they walked their horses side by side, Joe patted his gelding on the neck over 

and over. “Good boy, Duke! Good boy!” 

Dinner that night was a much more cheerful affair.  
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And although Joe’s bathroom visits were still frequent, they were fewer than 

twenty-four hours ago and the teenager had assured him of having a clean stool 

again. 

Again Jack found himself thinking, Alleluia! Thanks, Mum!  

The next day Jack put Joe on his tall blue roan, Bentley. Jack’s old show jumper 

was not as quiet as Papa. 

Although Joe performed exactly the same movements as on previous days, when 

they switched mounts this time, he was happier back on his own horse, just as Jack 

had hoped. 

In the afternoon they brought Duke out again with Joe on board. Jack, Luca and 

Frank came in at ten minute intervals on horses familiar to the bay, and the four of 

them moved around the arena as if in a regular competition warm-up. 

That went well. Joe’s confidence was soaring, and Jack felt he could now invite 

visitors back to the farm. A huge poster by the ring read in large, bold letters: 

“PLEASE FOLLOW CORRECT RING ETIQUETTE OR YOU WILL BE ASKED TO LEAVE!” 

Over the next four days Joe rode Duke only with the newcomers.  

Jack reminded him daily to position Duke in shoulder-in if the gelding threatened 

to act up. “Keep him there and push him on. He’ll snap out of it fast, I promise you. 

You’ve worked too hard to let him get the better of you again.” 

A couple of times Duke worried about an oncoming horse, but Joe did exactly as 

Jack had told him and the moment passed. 

Over dinner on Thursday evening Jack told Joe that he was ready to take Duke to 

the competition on Saturday.  

Joe beamed at him. “I was really hoping you’d say that, Mr. Jack!” 
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Chapter Fifteen: Another Test 

 

Friday was an easy day for Duke. He still worked with other horses, but was 

allowed to walk, trot and canter in a long low frame to stretch his back. The key was 

to keep horse and rider relaxed and in a calm frame of mind. 

By midday they were done, and Joe sat with Luca and Frank, cleaning his saddle 

and bridle. 

After that Joe washed Duke, tidied up his mane and tail and snipped off his long 

fetlock hairs. It was a cool day, so after applying fly spray he turned him out early 

with Papa and Bentley for company. 

Leaning on the fence, he and Jack watched Duke head straight for the bare patch 

of earth created by so many horses before him. The animal’s legs buckled under him 

and he rolled, wriggling upside down to grind the dirt into his back. 

Joe groaned. Jack chuckled and explained how rolling can have a chiropractic 

effect on the horse’s spine. Duke would be well and truly prepared for the next day. 

“You’ll have a bit of brushing to do tomorrow,” Jack remarked, “but thankfully 

we don’t have a strict timetable.” 

The boy remarked, “I kinda hope tomorrow works, and I kinda hope it doesn’t.”  

Jack didn’t look at him. “Son, I’d be failing you and your family, not to mention 

your horse, if tomorrow didn’t work out. I’m counting on you to show your uncle that 

he was right to put his faith in me.” 

“I won’t let you down, Mr. Jack.” Elbows balancing on the fence rail, the kid 

kicked up dust with the toe of his right boot.  

Jack said gently, “But we don’t have to be strangers after you leave. I want to 

know how you and Duke get on. So stay in touch, O.K.?” 

Joe gave the horse trainer a sideways look and nodded. 
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This short discussion made it easier for Jack to tell the boy to pack his things that 

night for going home the next day – assuming things went as planned. 

* 

All week the weather had been glorious. But the wind picked up during the night, 

and when Jack met Joe at breakfast they faced the fact that Duke would be dealing 

with 40 mph gusts. 

“Why’s God doing this to me?” Joe asked. 

Why indeed? Jack looked at Felicia. 

“God want to show that you strong, Mr. Joe. He help you today, you see.” 

Jack was impressed. Those Catholics had an answer for everything! 

Hoping Joe would swallow this twisted logic, he played along with it to keep the 

boy’s confidence up. 

“You’ll be fine. If you stay calm and tell him what to do, he’ll stay calm. That’s all 

it takes.” 

“But what if he gets silly with me?” 

“Apply the same techniques you used this week when he got upset. Nothing’s 

changed.  And don’t forget, I’ll be there telling you what to do every step of the way. 

Have faith in yourself!” 

Still looking skeptical, Joe slowly nodded and Jack watched the nervous boy 

struggle to eat his food.  

O.K. Mum! It was your idea for me to help this kid, so you’d better come through 

for both of us! 

Jack kept him occupied with packing Duke’s tack and other paraphernalia into 

Mr. Brady’s trailer. He put Joe’s luggage into his old pick-up and hitched it to the 

trailer. The horse transport wasn’t completely level with the tow vehicle, as it should 
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be, but the set-up would do for the fifteen mile journey. After that, Joe’s uncle would 

hitch his own truck to it for the longer trip home. 

By now the horse had finished his feed and was munching on hay. Joe went in to 

groom him. 

The wind was roaring intermittently through the roof vents, causing the shingles 

to rattle and creak. Joe looked up anxiously. 

Jack said, “Hey, the horses were out in this wind all night. He doesn’t care. Treat 

this like any other day. Brush him with confidence, and he won’t know the difference 

between yesterday and now.” 

Joe put effort into his strokes, and Jack left him to it. 

Half an hour later he helped Joe load Duke into the trailer. The horse thrust his 

muzzle into the large hay bag hanging over the breast bar, and Joe climbed into the 

truck next to Jack. The kid looked terrified. 

“I’ll put on some classical music. It wouldn’t normally be your style, but will help 

you relax.” 

During the drive to the show grounds, Jack again went over the methods he’d 

taught Joe to use in given situations.  

When they arrived Joe spotted his uncle and aunt leaning on the hood of their 

truck, watching out for their nephew. 

Jack parked close to them and they walked over. 

After hugging Joe, his aunt said, “Look how you’ve filled out! And your skin is a 

lot clearer!” The matronly lady extended her hand towards Jack. “You’ve done 

wonders, Mr. Harper. I’ve never seen Joe look this good!” 

“I’m glad you think so, Mrs. Brady. He’s been diligent in following instructions.” 

“That’s great to hear.” 
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“Hello, Joe,” said Mr. Brady. “I have to agree with your aunt. You’re the picture 

of health! But what about this wind, Mr. Harper? Won’t Duke act up?” 

Jack appeared nonchalant. “Joe has him under control. They’ll be fine.” 

Joe smiled confidently at his uncle.  

Good for you, son!  

“Let’s get Duke out of the trailer and tack him up, shall we?” Jack regretted not 

renting a stall where they could saddle the gelding out of the strong gusts. 

Many other horses were tied to their trailers and not coping well with jockey 

doors slamming shut and bits of paper flying across the grounds. Joe placed the 

saddle blanket on Duke and it blew off before he could place the saddle over it. 

The bay shied violently and pulled on his lead rope, snorting and eyeing the 

white sheet on the ground with suspicion. 

Jack picked it up. In a matter-of-fact way he put it over the horse’s back and held 

it there until Joe had put the saddle on it. 

“Treat anything he does like that calmly, and he’ll realize there’s nothing to be 

worried about,” Jack told his pupil.  

Once Duke was fully tacked up, Jack quietly asked the teenager whether he 

needed the bathroom? Joe shook his head. 

He pulled a mounting block out of the truck bed. 

“O.K., time to climb aboard.” 

He held the horse as Joe swung lightly into the saddle, and walked alongside as 

the teenager rode towards the warm-up arena. He asked him to repeat his tools for 

dealing with any critical situations while his uncle and aunt stayed a respectful 

distance behind. 

Jack pointed out, “See how much better Duke is behaving than a lot of the horses 

out here? That’s a result of all your hard work, son.” 
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But Joe was clearly nervous.  

“Sit up and pretend that you’re as confident as you’d like to be.” 

The boy squared his shoulders.  

“Take him round the outside of the warm-up arena first to get used to the 

commotion. You won’t ride in there until you’re both ready. We have all day, so take 

your time.  I’ll wait here with your uncle and aunt.” 

Joe took up the reins and bravely rode his bay outside the perimeter fence of the 

arena. Jack was impressed: the lad was sitting bolt upright and periodically shook his 

elbows when his arms became stiff. He knew he needed to telegraph looseness and 

relaxation to his horse. 

He could see Mr. and Mrs. Brady holding their breath as they watched. They 

exhaled when the pair arrived back in one piece after a couple of tours around the 

outside of the warm-up area. 

“Good job, Joe!” Jack said.  “Now take a couple of deep breaths and ride him into 

the arena just like that. Start on the second track, like we discussed. ” 

Joe waited for a gap in the horses trotting and cantering on the outer track and 

rode Duke into the center. 

Fourteen or so horses were walking on the inner third track or trotting and 

cantering in both directions on the outer two tracks. 

Remembering that etiquette dictates passing left shoulder to left shoulder, Joe 

urged the gelding into trot to the right. The horses would pass him on his left, 

without pinning him to the outside rail. 

Jack saw the boy relax as his horse trotted calmly with riders trotting and 

cantering towards him on his right side and moving in circles to his left.  

His uncle and aunt watched in awe and Mr. Brady said, “Mr. Harper, this is 

amazing! We never thought we’d see Duke act like a normal horse at a show again!”  
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“I could hug you!” Joe’s aunt cried. 

“Like I told you, Joe’s put in a ton of hard work.” 

“With a lot of help from you,” said his aunt. “He’s a different person. He’s got so 

much more confidence now.” 

“Yes. You’ve done a lot more than sort out his horse,” Mr. Brady added. 

“It’s been fun working with him,” Jack replied honestly. 

Joe was nearing them, so Jack told him to change direction and ride the horse 

between the rail and the oncoming horses. 

He did as told, and Duke was fine, until a white plastic bag blew in front of him as 

a big black horse was cantering towards him on the inside track. 

Mrs. Brady screamed “Oh, no!” 

Duke stopped in his tracks and threatened to rear. Jack ran over to the rail 

opposite the pair and yelled, “Shoulder-in! Pull his head round and drive him into 

shoulder-in! That’s right, now push him forwards in shoulder-in until he calms down. 

Drive him forwards, Joe, forwards, forwards, forwards!” 

Mr. and Mrs. Brady watched their nephew resolutely bend Duke’s head to the 

right and keep it there, sitting upright and pressing the horse sideways with his seat 

and legs. 

“Give a little when you feel him start to chill.” 

Over the next few moments his aunt and uncle were astounded to see Joe 

master the animal. 

However, their nephew did have to work at it. Duke was trying to revert to his 

old ways, but was being foiled in his attempts. Joe would not give in until the horse 

obeyed his cues to move laterally. 

A minute later the two of them were cantering round the outside track as if 

nothing had happened. 



109 
 

RIDING OUT THE DEVIL  HILARY WALKER 

 

This was the break-through Jack had been hoping for. The horse had tested his 

rider, and Joe had won.  

He walked back to the Bradys and saw Father Michael standing with them.  

“Joe invited me,” the clergyman said apologetically. “That was an incredible 

display of horsemanship out there.” 

Despite the priest’s unwelcome intrusion, Jack was so pleased at Joe’s success 

that he couldn’t help smiling. 

The four of them watched Joe trot Duke on a longer rein in both directions and in 

circles to prove that he would continue to behave, then cool him off in walk before 

coming out of the ring. 

He was laughing and patting Duke vigorously on the neck. No one thought about 

the gusting winds anymore. 

“Thank you, Mr. Jack, thank you, thank you!” 

“Hey, you did it, not me!” 

Joe dismounted and Jack took the reins while the boy’s uncle and aunt hugged 

him. Mrs. Brady was in tears. 

Father Michael helped carry Joe’s suitcases over to his uncle’s truck while Jack 

unhitched the tagalong and rested it on a wooden block. Mr. Brady drove his truck 

over and attached the trailer before pulling forwards a few feet to make sure it was 

securely hitched. 

Jack fetched a file from his pick-up and took the family through Joe’s UC 

protocol, explaining how to continue with it. “Call me if you have any problems. But 

here are the details of the doctor I use. Mention my name and he’ll help you.” 

Mr. Brady handed him a check. “This should cover it.” 

Jack glanced at it. “Thank you, Mr. Brady, but this is way too much. It’s not what 

we agreed.” 
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“Believe me, it’s not nearly enough. We’re all extremely grateful, Mr. Harper. 

You’ve exceeded our hopes.” 

Jack shook his head, smiled and let out a long breath. “Well, I appreciate it!” 

Joe and his uncle loaded Duke.  

Father Michael stood at a safe distance and Mrs. Harper took Jack to one side. 

“Thank you so much, Mr. Harper, for everything you’ve done for my nephew. My 

husband tells me you don’t have children of your own. That’s such a shame – you’re 

so good with Joe.” 

Again with the ‘children of his own’! 

She looked at him shrewdly. “Something happened, didn’t it? It’s none of my 

business, but you might want to talk to someone about it.” She looked over at Father 

Michael, who was now stroking Duke’s nose through the side window of the trailer.  

Jack smiled enigmatically at her, not wishing to be rude. 

Mr. Brady came up to them. “We’re ready to leave Mr. Harper in peace.” He 

shook Jack’s hand. “Thanks again!” 

Mrs. Brady gave into her earlier urge to hug Jack. “You’re a good man, Mr. 

Harper.” 

Joe was the last to say goodbye. He stood awkwardly, unsure of how to express 

himself. “Thank you for everything, Mr. Jack.” 

Jack placed both hands on the boy’s shoulders. “Remember, I want to know how 

you get on. Any problems or questions, you have my phone number.” 

“Yes sir, Mr. Jack!” and Joe suddenly hugged him.  

The gesture was a surprise, but mirrored his own feelings. He briefly returned 

the pressure. 

Joe grinned at him, then turned to the priest and shook his hand. “Bye, Father!”  

“Goodbye son, and good luck.” 
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Father Michael stood next to Jack as they watched the boy walk proud and tall 

towards the truck and climb in with his uncle and aunt. He waved goodbye as the rig 

pulled past them and on to the journey back to Virginia. 

The priest said: “FYI, confessions are every Saturday before 5 p.m. Mass, and 

every weekday morning after the 8 a.m. Mass.” 

Jack ignored this information. 

“Just saying.” And he walked to his vehicle. 
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Chapter Sixteen: A Difficult Decision  

 

Jack wasn’t unhappy to see Father Michael leave, but Joe’s departure was a 

different matter. 

Every waking moment of the past twenty-eight days had been spent in the boy’s 

company, teaching him how to control his horse and his own digestive system. 

Joe now had all the information he needed for preventing any more flares. Jack 

had even instructed him on the products to use on his face to accelerate the healing 

of his acne, which his diet would promote. 

The teenager also knew he needn’t panic if he should ingest the wrong thing. It 

no longer meant months of misery chained to the bathroom. With the right 

supplements and diet his gut would quickly come back into balance and return to 

normal. 

That hug had been so unexpected, even though Jack well understood the 

gratitude towards someone who takes your cause to heart and does everything in 

their power to heal you. 

Yes, Mum, I mean you! 

He looked up at the clouds being buffeted across the sky by the strong winds. 

Suddenly life without Joe felt empty.  Confident it was mere sentiment and would 

pass, right now he was experiencing a stupid pain in his heart.  

Helping a fellow UC sufferer as well as his horse had proved unexpectedly 

rewarding. 

He drove home and went about his daily work, but with little enthusiasm. There 

was plenty to do, with nine other horses in rehab, and another arriving in a couple of 

days. 
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Soon he was back in his comfort zone, dealing with horses and not their 

annoying owners, and sorely tempted to make a huge placard announcing: 

BAD HORSES AREN’T BORN, THEY’RE MADE! 

It was hardly original, but expressed the point more tactfully than: 

YOUR HORSE’S PROBLEM IS YOU! 

Occasionally, Jack dealt with an owner who was completely unable to grasp that 

their treatment of the horse had to change. Otherwise, Jack would point out, all the 

training for which that person was paying a great deal, would be wasted.  

He’d go to Maggie or Luca. “Are you sure I can’t print up that sign?” 

Well aware what ‘that sign’ was, they would shake their heads. “Not unless you 

don’t want any more clients.” 

It infuriated Jack that it should come down to money. But in most cases he did 

get through to their owners and some of them were humble enough to admit that 

they’d screwed up.  

A few would bring their horses back for a refresher course, realizing they’d 

messed up the continued training after their return home. 

In those instances he had the owner stay in a nearby hotel or the lakeside cabin 

and come every day to watch and relearn how to treat their horse properly. He had 

more respect for these clients: they really cared about their horses and he put more 

effort into being friendly with them. 

But with Joe it had been different: staying at a hotel wasn’t an option for him. 

Even though his horse was a pretty easy fix, the kid required 24 hour supervision. 

A sense of peace came over Jack and he realized that helping Joe had been an act 

of gratitude to his mother – the eulogy he’d failed to write for her funeral. 

Such were Jack’s ponderings while he helped Luca clean tack after the day’s 

riding one week after Joe’s departure. 
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Katie’s sudden barking alerted both men to an unscheduled arrival.  The dog had 

been moping since Joe’s departure and leapt up from where she was lying next to 

the two men. She shot out of the barn, hopeful that the boy was back. 

Jack hated drop-ins. Plus it was dinner time and he was very hungry. “Who the 

heck is that at this time of day?” 

He spied the familiar dark blue sedan. “Oh, no, not that priest again!” 

Luca looked up from the bridle he was sponging off. “Just the person you want to 

see, boss, eh?” 

Father Michael was stroking the dog’s head. “Hi there, Katie! Where’s your 

master?” 

Jack walked up to them. “Good evening, Father.” His manner was frosty as they 

shook hands. “What brings you back here?”  

“I could say I was just passing by, but that would be untrue. I wanted to ask you 

something.” 

Jack’s eyes narrowed. 

The priest smiled benevolently. “Just a simple question.” 

Torn between telling the pastor to spit it out there and then and inviting the 

priest into the house, for his mother’s sake he chose the latter.  

He led him into the den. “Can I offer you something to drink?” 

“Water would be great, thanks.” 

“I’ll get myself something stronger, if you don’t mind,” Jack said, after fetching a 

large glass of iced water for the pastor. 

“Please, go ahead! I’d join you but I have to drive.” 

Jack poured a modest whisky and water into a tumbler and sat in the armchair 

opposite his guest. 
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“O.K. Father, shoot.” 

“Jack, you did a wonderful job with Joe Brady. Divine Providence led his uncle to 

bring Duke to the only horse trainer in the world who has the same physical issues as 

their nephew. That’s no coincidence, Jack. Not that I believe in coincidences. 

“And you took the opportunity offered to you and helped not only the horse but 

the boy.” 

“It was rather hard not to, since I understand his situation. Ulcerative colitis is an 

awful disease, Father.” 

“Yes, but you could have just taken on the horse, and left the boy alone with his 

problems. Felicia tells me you prefer not to deal with the owners. She said – how did 

she put it? - people are not your specialty. 

“But Joe took a real shine to you and you became his role model in a just few 

short weeks.” 

The horse trainer took a large sip of his drink and his eyes became slits again. 

Where was all this flattery heading? 

“I’ll come to the point.” 

At last! 

“I’ve been approached by some parents in the parish about helping their son.” 

Jack raised his hand in protest. 

“Just hear me out. You can always say ‘no.’” 

Oh, I will! 

“I’ve not said anything to them about you, don’t worry. But their sixteen year old 

son has suffered a lot of bullying at school. They’ve take him out and his mom home 

schools him.” 

“I don’t see how this has anything to do with me.” 
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“His parents want him to go back to school, but they realize he must learn to 

stand up for himself. And that means developing self-confidence.” 

“With all due respect, Father, I still don’t see how his situation affects me.” 

“I was thinking about the great job you did with Joe, and how that kid changed 

from a shy boy into a self-assured man by the time he left your farm. Would you be 

prepared to work that same magic on this boy?” 

Mum – are you interfering again?  

He wanted to reply, ‘I’m not running a freaking home for misfits!’ 

Instead he said, “I’m in the business of rehabilitating horses, not humans, Father. 

Joe was a one-off.” 

The priest said earnestly, “But he doesn’t have to be, Jack. Just by treating Joe 

like a normal person, you helped him see himself as one. You could do the same for 

this kid.” He leaned back and steepled his fingers as if in prayer. “I truly feel that God 

is calling you to do this.” 

Get off my back, Mum!!! 

Father Michael continued. “You don’t yet understand that you have a God-given 

talent.” 

“Yes, I do, and it’s for helping horses.” 

The priest nodded. “As I saw first hand. But at the same time I witnessed how 

you treated Joe. I repeat, you have a gift that you aren’t even aware of because it 

comes so naturally to you.” 

Heavens, the man was persistent! “But, as Felicia so rightly pointed out, I don’t 

like dealing with people.”  

“Would it be more accurate to say that you don’t like dealing with arrogant adult 

owners?” 

“What other kind are there?” Jack blurted out. 
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The priest smiled. “You have a very dim view of humanity.”  

“When you’ve dealt with as many people as I have, who won’t admit they’re the 

origin of their horses’ problems, you tend to get a bit cynical about human beings.”  

“Believe me,” Father Michael said, “in my profession I also encounter that 

inability to look to self as the root cause of one’s issues. It’s always another person – 

or in your case – the horse that is to blame. It’s hard to get the idea through that a 

little introspection wouldn’t go amiss.” 

The notion of another professional coping with people’s lack of humility was new 

to Jack.  

The priest continued. “Ever since the Fall, humans have struggled with the sin of 

pride. We never want to admit that we’re wrong, or that we’ve caused the very 

crosses we have to bear. Try telling someone that. It doesn’t go down very well.” 

“Dead right!” The man wasn’t such a dunce after all. 

“I imagine a horse is more straightforward to handle than an owner.” 

“That’s why I keep their owners at arm’s length.” 

“Do you ever meet any who accept their responsibility and are willing to learn 

from you how to do things?” 

“Once in a great while. A few clients take an interest in their horses’ rehab and 

stick around to watch how it’s done, so they can replicate my methods when they 

get home.” 

“That must make you feel good.” 

“It makes me feel there’s hope for the horse.” 

“And the human, right?” 

Jack stared intensely at the clergyman. We’re back at this kid again, aren’t we? 

“It’s an added bonus – but not my main focus.” 

“Perhaps not, but it’s an important side-effect, so to speak.” 
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“For the owner – not for me.” It was vital he scotch any thoughts this man might 

entertain about persuading Jack to help yet another kid. 

“Are you honestly telling me you don’t feel great about what you did for Joe?” 

“I feel good because I was able to give back to him what my mother gave me.” 

“Oh, what was that?” 

Whoa! How did this topic come up? Jack was tired from a long day’s work: his 

thinking wasn’t at its sharpest for clever sparring with the priest and he really wished 

the man would go away. 

“It’s a long story. Perhaps another day.” 

“Yes, and I’m keeping you from your supper.” Father Michael got up. “All I’m 

asking is that you consider letting this lad come here to help you with the horses and 

gain some self-respect.” The sly clergyman added, “His parents would be happy to 

pay you for the privilege.” 

“Of putting their son to work?” 

“Sure. You’d be teaching him the ropes. Think of it as an old-fashioned 

apprenticeship, or, in modern parlance, an internship. The boy needs to be part of 

something, to belong somewhere. He’ll be learning new skills and spending time with 

great people. His self-esteem will soar.” 

“Father, I’m not the good person Joe makes me out to be.” 

The priest shook his head in disagreement. 

“Truly, I’m not!” Jack insisted. 

“I find that hard to believe. But you know where to come if you want to convince 

me.” 

“I’m nobody’s hero, Father. I’m a lapsed Catholic, for a start.” Surely that would 

put the man off. 
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“I’d say that’s a very good start! Why don’t you see me sometime and we can 

chat about your mom and why you’re not a good person?” 

Jack gave a hollow laugh. “Good night, Father!” He led the clergyman firmly to 

the front door. 

All through his evening meal – which he once again was eating alone now Joe 

was gone – and while sipping on the rest of his weak whisky and water, Jack sensed a 

forceful presence in the kitchen.  

He knew who it was but ignored her and went to bed as soon as he’d finished 

eating. There were horses to help tomorrow and he needed fresh energy to deal with 

them. 

Katie lay on the covers next to Jack, who was unable to sleep. He could feel 

someone staring at him from the corners of the room. It was absurd! He wasn’t a 

little kid anymore, worried about monsters in the dark. He snuggled up to the dog. 

Her coat was starting to grow back again after being clipped and her hairs were 

short, uncomfortable bristles. 

Staring at the ceiling, he thought back to the afternoon when he’d taken the dog 

and Joe into town with him.  Katie was sitting between them at the beginning of the 

ride but it hadn’t taken her long to squirm onto Joe’s lap and convince him to open 

the window so she could hang her head out. 

Jack had stolen a look at Joe, who wore a big grin. Katie’s ears were flapping and 

the wind pulled up her lips, baring her teeth and making her look as if she, too, were 

smiling. 

Joe had led Katie into the pet store’s salon, and the dog followed him without 

question. She then looked back at him anxiously as the staff took her to the rear 

room to await her turn at the grooming table.  

Boy and dog had formed a strong bond, and Jack believed Katie had played an 

important role in Joe’s recovery. 
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While she was being clipped, Jack took Joe to a health food store with a café 

attached to it. They sat outside enjoying coconut milk and blueberry shakes and 

chatting about Duke’s progress and Jack’s plans for the rest of Joe’s stay. 

Their relationship was easy. Joe lapped up everything Jack said, and even had 

some ideas of his own about training his horse.  

He was more hopeful of leading a normal life now and confided in Jack that he 

wanted to be a horse trainer, something he’d not yet told his family about. 

“You’ll know when they’re ready to hear it, but I think that’s a great idea.” 

“Thank you, Mr. Jack. I wasn’t so sure myself.” 

“Hey, the important thing is to decide on your goal, and make short and long 

term plans for how to get there. You’ve seen over the past few weeks that anything 

is possible. If you only take away one message with you when you leave I’d like it to 

be that one.” 

Joe looked sad at the mention of leaving, and sucked in silence on his straw for a 

few minutes. Jack felt the same. 

“How long have you been living with your uncle and aunt?” 

“After my dad died, Mom was worried because I got sick and my grades were 

slipping. We live in the city, and she thought it would be good for me to live with her 

brother in the country for a while. 

“She wanted me to be away from the pollution and breathe in good country air. 

We don’t live that far from Uncle Rob, so she visits every weekend.” 

“It must have been tough for her when you came here.” 

“Yeah, she texts me – a lot! And she’s really happy that I’m doing better now but 

doesn’t want to interfere with my ‘summer camp’ as she put it. She’ll be over to see 

me after I get back to Uncle Rob’s place.”  
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His unhappy expression returned so Jack changed the subject. “I wonder what 

Katie is going to look like with her new hair-do? When we’re done here we can go 

back and watch them clipping her.” 

The ruse worked: Joe finished his drink with a brighter face. 

Jack noticed how the youth walked with a purposeful swing in his step these 

days. He was no longer the gawky kid afraid of urgently needing to go to the 

bathroom. He had matured several years in just a few weeks, and Jack was proud to 

see the difference. 

The memory of that afternoon made Jack smile in the darkness of his bedroom 

and Father Michael’s words echoed in his ears: “You have a talent for helping young 

people, Jack. It’s a God-given gift.” 

That’s just the sort of thing his mother would have said. 

It must be tough on that kid who was being bullied. He knew from his time at 

school, with his health issues, just how eroding to one’s self-confidence it is to be the 

butt of others’ cruelty. 

But the teenager wasn’t Jack’s problem. Was he expected to help every kid in 

trouble? 

Not every kid, Jack, just those who seek your help. How can you turn down a boy 

who’s asking you to use your talents to improve his life, like I used mine to improve 

yours? 

Jack felt cornered and shouted, “Give it a rest, Mum! I’ve already helped one kid. 

That’s my quota for this lifetime!” 

Then he added: “And you only helped one kid, too!” But it was mean-spirited and 

he immediately regretted it.  

He stroked Katie’s head, the only part of her besides her tail that was still soft 

with long hair. “Can you believe I’m yelling at no one in the night?” he told the dog.  

“This is crazy!” 
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Sleep wasn’t going to come soon, if ever. He turned on the side table lamp and 

picked up his copy of Corelli's Mandolin, the novel by Louis de Bernières. Its 400 plus 

pages were taking a long time to read, and the enjoyable story accelerated slumber. 

Yet by the end of the week Jack had already finished it, because every night that 

presence pervaded the room, and reading was his only chance of falling asleep. 

Closing the novel after the last page at 3 a.m. on the seventh night, and still 

unable to sleep, he bellowed at the ceiling, “Tell me what you want or leave me 

alone!” 

Katie whimpered in alarm and he ruffled her ears. “Sorry, girl.” He lay with one 

hand behind his head and the other on her back, trying to calm them both down. 

In the silence he heard the distinct words: Stop fighting, Jack! 

“Mum, is that you?” 

He knew full well it was she who’d been trying to reach him for the past seven 

days. 

“O.K. Mum, fine, I’ll do it!” 

Immediately, his eyelids felt heavy and sleep descended. 

Yet when he woke up the next morning, Jack dismissed the night’s events as wild 

hallucination. Imagine telling Luca about his ghostly ‘encounter.’ How dumb that 

would sound! 

But Felicia wouldn’t be at all surprised. 

That afternoon he drove into town to deposit some checks at the bank. He was 

exiting the building around 4:00 p.m. when something made him look over the road 

at a group of high school age kids outside Starbucks. 

School was still out, but Jack knew its facilities hosted summer sports camps. 

Today’s activities must have just finished. 
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Jack would normally ignore them, but noticed that one of the kids – thinner and 

shorter than the others – was being verbally abused by two muscular teenagers.  

He crossed the street and walked to within earshot: he didn’t like what he was 

hearing. 

“You’re such a nerd! Why did you follow us here?” 

“Yeah!” the other one jeered, “No one wants to be seen with a skinny guy with 

acne who can’t even carry the football two feet without fumbling it!” 

“I didn’t fumble!” the kid protested. “You pushed me!” 

“I didn’t push him, did I Max?”  

“Nope, didn’t see no pushing. Are you sure the wind didn’t blow you over?” 

They laughed, opened both café doors and walked inside, making sure the large 

glass panes swung in the boy’s face as he tried to enter behind them. 

Jack was disgusted. He longed to take the kid in and sit with him over a coffee or 

whatever teenagers drank at Starbucks. But that would only invite more derision. 

He settled for casually walking up to the boy. “They’re not worth the effort, kid. 

You’re so much better than they are, it isn’t even funny.” 

The dejected youngster looked up. “Thank you, sir!”  

“What’s your name?” 

“Robert, sir.” 

“I’m Jack. Here’s my card. I run a horse training business, and if you ever want to 

visit, or chat or anything, my contact details are on there.” 

He shook the teenager’s hand and walked back to his Evoque, wondering what 

had possessed him to do such a thing. 

Back home he remembered last night’s promise to his mother and dialed Father 

Michael’s number. 
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Chapter Seventeen: The Confessional  

 

Not one to waste time, the good priest was able to fit in a meeting the very next 

afternoon.  

Jack got a good night’s sleep, but after lunch the next day he drove with a heavy 

heart along the road leading towards Our Lady of Sorrows. Out loud he said, “I hope 

you’re happy, now, Mum!” 

The church came into view long before he was ready to see it. It looked old, 

Although, Jack thought scathingly, old in this country isn’t the same as in England, but 

at least they’re trying. 

The closer he got the more he appreciated the old-fashioned nature of the light 

gray building with high arches over the doorways and stained-glass windows.  The 

tower rising above the church hosted a magnificent bell.   

This place suited his idea of a house of worship, but he parked as far away from it 

as he could. He didn’t want anyone mistaking him for an enthusiastic Catholic.  

This was strictly a business visit. He’d promised his mother ‘I’ll do it’ and for Jack, 

the ‘it’ was helping the bullied kid – for a limited time and maximum payment, mind 

you. Then his side of the bargain would be fulfilled. 

Carefully avoiding the main church, he headed for a building with an 

administrative aspect.  

The wooden door was studded with black nail heads. The sight reminded him of 

entering his Catholic boarding school, term after term, year after year, and a familiar 

homesickness overcame him. 

Once again he was lying in bed inside his curtained cubicle, woken by the dawn 

call of doves on the window sill reminding him that he was no longer at home, but 

miles away at school with the monks and their severe rules … 
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He stood for a moment to shake off the memories before opening the door. 

Inside was just as he’d imagined. The hallway walls were of silvery stone, and 

chiseled Gothic arches held up the ceiling. Corridors led off either side and he was 

wondering whether to turn left or right, when an ordinary lay woman exited a room 

on the left. 

Jack was surprised. He’d half-expected the place to be teeming with monks. The 

woman smiled and walked towards him. 

“Can I help you?” 

“I’m here to see Father Michael.” 

“Do you have an appointment?” 

“Yes, for 3 o’clock.” Jack now wished it were for midnight. He needed more time! 

“Wonderful!” the lady replied. “Follow me!” 

He walked reverently next to the middle-aged woman in her long woolen skirt 

and brown cardigan over a buttoned-to-the-top blouse. 

The inner walls of the wide corridor were covered with photos of current and 

past popes and previous parish priests, with an occasional wooden cross breaking up 

the monotony of faces. Clear glass window panes set in the opposite wall provided 

natural light and afforded a view onto the car park. 

They arrived at a closed door.  “Here we are!” the lady said, in bright contrast to 

Jack’s dark emotions. “If you don’t mind waiting a moment, I’ll let Father know 

you’re here. What is your name, please?” 

Jack told her. With his back to the priest’s door, he peered through a window at 

the few vehicles on the lot, suddenly overcome by a strong desire to flee. Too late: 

he heard Father Michael’s jovial voice and steeled himself to face his duty to his 

mother. 
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The priest came out of his room to greet him. “Welcome, welcome, Jack! How 

wonderful to see you! Do come in!” He ushered the unhappy man into a cozy office. 

“Thank you, Mrs. Kendall, I appreciate your accompanying my guest. Have a 

wonderful day!” 

He closed the heavy door. Jack was alone with the pastor and there was no 

escaping now. 

“Please, take a seat!” The clergyman pointed to the medley of armchairs 

grouped around a large coffee table. It was strewn with copies of the Catholic Herald 

and a couple of pamphlets on how to make a good confession.  

Jack eyed the latter with suspicion. Had they been put there for his benefit? 

A large window behind Father’s desk opened onto a cloistered garden, and in the 

center stood a statue of St. Joseph holding the Infant Jesus in his arms. 

“That’s such a beautiful image, isn’t it? A father holding his baby.” 

Jack couldn’t mask his expression in time. 

“Oh, Jack, I’m sorry. I’ve touched a nerve, haven’t I?” 

Dwelling on the event later on, Jack blamed his subsequent behavior on a lack of 

sleep. He slumped into an armchair and leaned forwards, covering his face with his 

hands and fighting a strong inclination to cry. 

Father Michael sat opposite him, not crowding him or appearing eager for 

information. In silence he waited for his guest to give him his cue. 

Here in the priest’s office Jack was enveloped by a powerful sense of 

homecoming. It was as if his mother had been leading him here all along and his eyes 

filled with tears, which he no longer tried to check. 

Comfort was to be found in this place, and understanding and compassion. Jack 

slowly gave himself over to the protection of whatever presence was with him in this 

room. Slowly, his tears were replaced by huge sighs.  
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He looked up with a wan smile. “You’re good, Father,” he quipped. 

“I haven’t done anything – yet.” 

Jack grinned. “It’s that ‘yet’ that I’m worried about.” 

“No need. This is where you give all your worries to God and let Him take care of 

them.” 

“I’m not sure God wants to hear what I have to say.” 

“God already knows what you have to say. He just wants you to have the 

courage to say it, and ask for forgiveness where needed.” 

The two men talked for over two hours. When it was over, and Jack had received 

Absolution – which for so many years he’d believed was closed to him – he left 

Father Michael’s office with such a light heart that he seriously thought he might 

float away. 

The first part of his penance was to sit in the cloistered garden with St. Joseph, 

giving thanks to God for the forgiveness he had just received.  

The same Jack who had avoided the Catholic Church for decades now found 

himself sitting on a stone bench in the sunlight, looking at the statue of Baby Jesus in 

the arms of His foster father. The power of God’s forgiveness gave him a giddy 

sensation. Only now did he understand the weight of guilt he’d been carrying for so 

long. What a relief to hand it over to God in exchange for a clean slate! 

He’d broached the subject of the bullied boy, but Father Michael told him to 

come back and discuss it when he was ready. 

“It doesn’t have to be today, Jack. You’ve just handled a lot.” 

But Jack felt so refreshed after his half hour with St. Joseph, the namesake of his 

father and of the boy whom he’d recently helped, that he felt compelled to do 

something positive in immediate thanksgiving for the mercy he’d received. 

He went back to the priest and gave his assent for the kid to come to the farm. 
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“That’s wonderful, Jack. I’ll tell his parents. They’ll be in touch soon, I can 

promise you!” 

Jack nodded. “They’d better pay full price. I can’t afford to give discounts to 

everyone.” 

“Oh, I’ll tell them you’re worth every penny, don’t worry. But some of that 

money had better make its way into my Sunday collection. Yes, Jack, Sunday Mass 

for you, my boy. Every Sunday.” 

With a mock grimace Jack shook the man’s hand warmly. 

He left the building, wincing at the thought of how smug Felicia would be when 

she found out that he’d come back into the Catholic Church. 
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Chapter Eighteen: Jill 

 

The Jack who drove home was very different from the man who’d left a few 

hours earlier. 

That Father Michael was no fool.  

Jack had planned a meeting during which he would – begrudgingly – agree to let 

the bullied boy come to his farm for a short time and for full payment. 

Yet somehow the priest had turned the tables on the horse trainer. Jack the 

lapsed Catholic had gone into his office, and Jack the prodigal son had come out. 

But he warned Father Michael that he had serious issues with certain Catholic 

teachings.  

To which the priest replied, “I’d be suspicious if you suddenly embraced your old 

faith without a struggle, Jack. Your return will be a process – and probably a fairly 

long-drawn out one.  

“Today you took an important first step. And you’re welcome to thrash out your 

doctrinal problems with me any time.” 

“I’ll be taking you up on that, Father.” 

“Excellent! I look forward to doing battle with you.” 

As the Evoque purred along the road, Jack grappled with the concept of being 

pardoned for pushing Jill into aborting their son. It would be a long time before he 

felt really forgiven. 

Father Michael did tell him that the hardest thing to do is forgive ourselves.  “But 

we have to stop treating God like a regular human being, Jack. God is Love 

Personified – His love isn’t conditional like ours. Ask Him for mercy, and He’ll give it 

to you. But you have to ask Him.” 
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“That’s all I have to do?” Jack was incredulous. He didn’t remember any of this 

from his days with the monks. 

“Yes. Although you still have to make reparation. It’s the same as if you throw a 

brick at someone’s window. Even if the owner forgives you, you still have to repair 

the damage.” 

“So there is a catch.” 

“Not a catch, Jack, simple justice. That’s what penance is: just reparation. 

“So here’s your penance.” 

Jack had to admit it was a fair one. Difficult, but fair.  

And now he had to carry it out. 

Exactly how, he wasn’t sure. It would take detective work, but he supposed that 

was also part of the reparation. If the process were too easy, he’d feel let off too 

lightly. 

Back at the farm, he picked up his mother’s prayer book, sat on his bed and 

found the words she’d recited for so long on his behalf.  

They worked, Mum. Thank you for not giving up on me. 

He sensed her sitting next to him and enjoyed the moment before getting ready 

for dinner, and steeling himself for that uncomfortable chat with his housekeeper. 

He chose the offensive. “You’ll be glad to know, Felicia, that Father Michael has 

dragged me back into the Catholic Church.” 

“Oh, Señor Jack! Me so happy!” The comely Mexican clapped her hands and 

looked heavenwards. “Gracias, gracias! God give me good answer!” and sang the 

whole time she was putting his dinner on the plate. 

This response bewildered Jack, but saved him from any self-satisfied comments. 

In high good humor, she finally left him to eat his meal in peace. 
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He bolted down his food and got down to his penance. His day would end on 

such a high if he could accomplish this one part of it tonight! 

He dialed the number of his anniversary phone call a few weeks ago. It had come 

from the U.K. where the current time was 11:30 p.m. Not the most sociable hour to 

be phoning people’s homes.  

Not surprisingly, the responder at the other end was groggy and unhappy. But 

Jack explained his mission and was given the information he required.  

Excited and happy, he got ready for bed early and set his alarm for 1:25 a.m.  

He knelt by the side of his bed for the first time since he could remember, and 

opened his mother’s prayer book again. He felt awkward and was glad no one could 

see him. It would be a long time before he became comfortable with others 

witnessing him in prayer. 

He then remembered Father Michael’s exhortation to attend Mass. They’re 

going to see me kneeling in church this Sunday. The thought was painful. I just hope 

I’m not the only guy there. 

With relief he recalled that Luca attended Mass every Sunday with his mother. 

And now, as he had earlier that afternoon in Father Michael’s office, Jack made 

the sign of the Cross. In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. 

Jack imagined his mother smiling down on him as he read a prayer of 

thanksgiving from her book. 

Then he spoke to God without the formality of the written word. 

Lord, I still find it incredible that You can forgive me all the things I’ve done, but 

I’m holding onto what Father Michael has told me. 

Now I understand why those words at my mother’s funeral Mass went so deep at 

the time. ‘Lord, I am not worthy that You should enter under my roof.’ You have said 

the word, and I have been healed. 
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It’ll take a lifetime to thank You enough, but here and now I do thank You 

profoundly for the peace You have given me today, and the courage to make that call 

tomorrow morning. 

Lord, please bless my efforts and let me be successful! 

Amen. 

Katie had been lying on the floor next to him, her head on outstretched paws 

and eyes looking at him in this strange posture. 

“Get used to it, pup. This is now my nightly routine.” He climbed into bed.  

Katie leapt onto the covers and nestled next to Jack, who fell asleep 

immediately. 

* 

His alarm seemed to go off as soon as his head hit the pillow, and it took a few 

moments to realize why it was sounding. He jumped out of bed and put on his 

dressing gown.  

The number he needed was by his cell phone. 

Seventeen years! he thought with trepidation. But successful or not, I have to do 

this! 

It was 1:30 a.m. U.S. time and 6:30 a.m. in the U.K.  Bracing himself, he dialed the 

number. 

The familiar British ring tone made him smile and took him back to England in his 

mind. He didn’t know which part of the country he was phoning at present, but 

envisioned his father’s house in the West Country. 

Was the sun rising in a clear sky? Or were clouds obscuring the light, with a 

bone-soaking drizzle coming down on the grey Cotswold stone building? 

Would anyone answer? Perhaps they’d already left for the day? Was this a 

landline or a mobile number? 
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The brr-brr! brr-brr!  continued for a while before the phone was picked up. 

“Yes?” Her voice sounded anxious, as if she expected bad news at this early hour. 

“Jill?”  

The other end went silent. Only one person called her by that name. 

“Jack?” Her tone expressed disbelief. 

“Yes.” 

“What do you want?”  

“I want to say that I’m sorry. I want you to know that I call him baby Joe, after my 

father.” Well, not just after him ...” I also want you to know that my parish priest says 

we can have a memorial ceremony for him. I’m going to ask my father to organize it 

in England. Would you be willing to attend it with me?” 

Silence. 

Jack continued, his heart in his throat, “I know this is a shock, and you don’t have 

to answer yet. Just promise me you’ll think about it.” 



134 
 

RIDING OUT THE DEVIL  HILARY WALKER 

 

Footnotes 

1. Check this article for information on foods you can take on planes: 

http://foodbabe.com/2014/06/27/healthy-airport-food/ 

2. This is true. Included in the list of 300 random animal facts on 

http://www.thefactsite.com/2010/09/300-random-animal-facts.html. 

Check out further details at http://www.historynet.com/top-secret-wwii-bat-and-bird-
bomber-program.htm 

 
3. Everybody’s Fiber is great for soothing the gut. It contains slippery elm bark and 

marshmallow root, promotes digestive health and bowel regularity. It is easy to obtain 

quickly, either at a health food store or online, and will improve your symptoms straight 

away until your supplements arrive. 

http://foodbabe.com/2014/06/27/healthy-airport-food/
http://www.thefactsite.com/2010/09/300-random-animal-facts.htm
http://www.historynet.com/top-secret-wwii-bat-and-bird-bomber-program.htm
http://www.historynet.com/top-secret-wwii-bat-and-bird-bomber-program.htm
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Thank you for reading my book! If you’ve enjoyed it, won’t you please take a moment 

to leave me a review at your favorite retailer? 

Thanks! 

Hilary Walker 
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Hilary Walker hails from England, but currently lives in Maryland with her husband, two 

horses, two English bulldogs, schizophrenic barn cat and somewhat tame ginger house cat. 

An avid dressage rider, she has written horse-related short stories, fiction and non-
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Connect with Me: 

Visit my webpage:  

https://hilarywalkerbooks.wordpress.com/ 

Subscribe to my blogs: 

http://christiantales.weebly.com/ 

http://horsetales.weebly.com/ 

Favorite me at Smashwords: 

https://www.smashwords.com/profile/view/HilaryWalker 

https://hilarywalkerbooks.wordpress.com/
http://christiantales.weebly.com/
http://horsetales.weebly.com/
https://www.smashwords.com/profile/view/HilaryWalker
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Ulcerative Colitis  

Brief Overview 

Ulcerative Colitis is an Inflammatory Bowel Disease (IBD).  

The condition creates inflammation and ulcerous sores in the lining of the colon 

(large intestine) and the rectum. Symptoms include persistent diarrhea and 

debilitating pain, which lead to chronic fatigue and severe weight loss. 

The sufferer becomes dehydrated and deficient in essential vitamins and 

minerals, and unable to retain all other nutrients.  

UC and its close cousin Crohn’s Disease can be life-threatening. 

Is Ulcerative Colitis an Autoimmune Disease? 

UC is one of the many autoimmune diseases afflicting approximately 50 million 

Americans, according to the American Autoimmune Related Diseases Association.  

The AARDA shows a total of 130 autoimmune diseases on its disease list. Some 

may be familiar to you: celiac, lupus, psoriasis, restless leg syndrome, rheumatoid 

arthritis and Type 1 diabetes. 

It is estimated that 1.6 million people suffer from Ulcerative Colitis or Crohns in 

the U.S. alone. 

What Is Autoimmunity? 

Autoimmunity is a condition whereby the body’s immune cells are triggered into 

attacking its own cells, instead of protecting them as they are supposed to do. 

The discussion of how this happens is beyond the scope of this book, but GMO 

foods, gluten, processed foods, preservatives, too much sugar and the overuse of 

antibiotics, as well as simple food allergies are becoming increasingly acknowledged 

as the culprits.  

http://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/inflammatory-bowel-disease/basics/definition/con-20034908
http://www.aarda.org/autoimmune-information/questions-and-answers/
http://www.aarda.org/disease-list/
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Genetics may also play a part, but the takeaway here is: there is something you 

can do about it. Enlightened members of the medical community understand how 

correct diet can help bring sufferers into remission. 

I consider my son ‘fortunate’ to have discovered early on that pills weren’t the 

way to go. Otherwise we’d have wasted a lot more time and money on useless 

medication before finding the natural solution. 

How to Reverse It 

The protocol Jack and Joe follow is the one which brought my son into remission. 

Conventional medicine made things worse and the natural solution was his only 

option. 

Here is the site with information for anyone reading this book, who suffers from 

an IBD and is interested in checking out a way to heal rather than putting a band aid 

on the problem without solving it.  

www.drdahlman.com 

Every IBD sufferer’s symptoms are set off by different foods, but if you check out 

Dr. Dahlman’s website, you’ll find out what you can eat safely while getting your gut 

healthy again. 

On his site you’ll find a free protocol to download before deciding whether or 

not to follow it and take the supplements recommended.  

His is not the only protocol available, however, it worked for my son. But you 

must stick to it! 

The timeline I use for Joe’s recovery is exactly that of my own son.  

Two months after starting the protocol, he ran the full D.C. marathon because he 

wanted, in his own words, “to celebrate being healthy again.” 

Thank you, God! 

If you want more information, feel free to contact me at Rubesca4@gmail.com. 

http://www.drdahlman.com/
mailto:Rubesca4@gmail.com
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The Chocolate Chip Dessert Recipe 

Check that you’re not allergic to any of the ingredients before eating this. 

1 ½  cups coconut flour (can substitute ½ cup buckwheat flour – which is gluten-free) 

1 cup coconut sugar 

½ banana, mashed (optional) 

1 cup apple sauce made from organic apples with no preservatives 

1 cup coconut oil, liquefied 

½ cup Enjoy Life allergy free chocolate chips (dairy, nut and soy free) 

 

Mix all ingredients together and put in a two small loaf tins greased with coconut 

oil. Bake at 350° for 25 – 30 minutes, remove from oven and allow to cool. 

Best kept refrigerated to maintain firmness. 
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Further Reading 

The Autoimmune Paleo Cookbook 

This book by Mickey Prescott contains recipes especially designed for those with 

autoimmune diseases. My son cooks them for the whole family and they are 

delicious. 

He does, however, have to avoid a few items. Again, if you use Dr. Dahlman’s 

suggested plan (or any similar protocol) you will quickly find out which foods to leave 

out of your diet, at least for the time being. 

The Autoimmune Paleo Cookbook gives a helpful method for reintroducing new 

foods one at a time to see if your body can tolerate them. 

The Paleo Approach: Reverse Autoimmune Disease and Heal Your Body 

The author, Sarah D. Ballantyne, Ph.D., has fought her own battle with an 

autoimmune disorder. This book contains the benefits of her extensive research into 

living completely symptom-free—the natural way.  

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0578135213/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=0578135213&linkCode=as2&tag=jldvrsfd-20&linkId=SKX34LXEOASBDD5L
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Duke’s Rehabilitation  

The problem Duke has in this story is the exact one my horse had and his rehab is 

the same I used for my horse.  

When I checked, I could find no literature explaining how to handle his fear. One 

prominent horse person wrote that ‘one should avoid putting one’s horse in that 

situation’ namely, being in a warm-up arena with a lot of other horses. 

For someone wishing to compete, this wasn’t an option! 

So I put together my own rehab plan, and with the help of generous friends my 

horse and I recovered our trust in each other. We are now competing happily like a 

normal partnership. 

If you want more information, feel free to contact me at Rubesca4@gmail.com. 

mailto:Rubesca4@gmail.com
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Riding Out the Tempest 

This is Book 2 of The Jack Harper Trilogy 

Jack Harper, the horse trainer, has fulfilled the terms of his penance by apologizing to 

his ex-girlfriend in England for deserting her when she was pregnant – and insisting she 

abort their baby. 

But he suspects he may be atoning for something he didn’t do when she flies over to 

the U.S. in the hopes of rekindling their romance.  

Then Joe, the teenager he helped overcome ulcerative colitis, comes back to see him, 

spinning Jack’s world into an emotional turbulence that he is powerless to control. 

All Jack ever wants is to train horses – but once again, God has other plans for him. 

Chapter One: The Conversation 

Jack asked the mare to pick up canter. 

Her tongue lolling to the left, she threw up her head and lurched into the gait with short 

choppy steps.  

Jockey-style, he rose out of the saddle and invited the little chestnut to open up under 

him. She responded by lengthening her stride and settled into a smooth rhythm around the 

large outdoor arena.    

Her name was Rustica and she was a skinny four year old off the racetrack. Jack took 

pains to explain to her owner that the ideal program for the Thoroughbred comprised short 

sessions of work, ideally on alternate days. 

Consistent, correct riding would develop her muscles and fill out her body: sympathetic 

handling and plenty of turn out with other horses would calm her down.  

Her many irritating habits would also disappear. 

“But what about that tongue?” Mrs. Payne was an impatient woman. “How are you 

going to stop it from hanging out?” 

“By ignoring it.” 
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“What? How’s that going to help?” 

“Just wait and see,” was Jack’s answer.  

Mrs. Payne scowled, but the trainer remained firm. “Well, I guess you know what 

you’re doing.” 

“I guess I do.” He gave her a disarming smile. 

Rustica’s right lead canter was unbalanced and awkward. She preferred galloping in the 

counter-clockwise direction of most American racecourses and Jack had to ask three times 

for strike off to the right before she obliged. After a full circuit of the arena he came down 

to a walk and scratched her withers as a reward.  

He spent the next ten minutes cooling her off on a long rein and pondering his ex-

girlfriend’s enigmatic words over the phone at 1:30 a.m. yesterday. 

Calling Jill in the U.K. was Jack’s penance from Father Michael, given during Jack’s 

unanticipated first confession in nearly two decades. He’d visited the priest over an entirely 

different matter and left as a reinstated, forgiven Catholic. 

Jack’s father and then the priest had clarified the cruel nature of his treatment of Jill. 

And so he had called to tell her how sorry he was for abandoning her seventeen years ago 

and demanding she terminate her pregnancy with their son. 

His plan was to organize a memorial service for Baby Joe – as he’d named him. It would 

be held in his native England and he fervently hoped she would agree to attend.  

But Jill’s reply was unexpected. 

“There’s a lot more to it, Jack,” she said. “We need to talk – in person.” 

“We can do that at the memorial service.” 

“No, we urgently need to talk before you organize it.” 

“Why?” he blurted out. He wanted to make reparation as soon as possible. 

“It’s a bit tricky.” 

Jack sighed. This is why I work with horses!  They’re straight forward and don’t over-

complicate things. 
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He then recalled that penance wasn’t supposed to be easy. Taking a deep breath he 

quipped, “O.K. Your place or mine?” 

Jill laughed: she lived in the U.K. and would love to visit Jack at his Maryland farm in the 

U.S.  She would call as soon as she had made the travel arrangements. 

Jack breathed a private sigh of relief. He’d just spent a lot of money on that recent trip 

back to England for his mother’s funeral, not to mention time he could ill afford to be away 

from his training business. 

He heard from Jill later that day, giving only her flight details and revealing nothing 

further.  

Now he spent every spare moment wondering: What was the ‘lot more to it’?  
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Chapter Two: The Bullied Kid  

 

 

Jack felt Rustica’s taut body slowly unwind as she lowered her neck and stretched it out, 

snorting happily. 

He patted her softly: she was a good horse and he was pleased with her progress.  

Looking forward to a well-earned lunch, he dismounted and led the mare out of the 

arena as a familiar dark blue sedan drove past and parked outside the farm house. 

Katie, the Golden Retriever, shot over to the battered vehicle, barking a loud welcome. 

Jack groaned. He’d forgotten about the arrival today of the bullied boy Father Michael 

wanted him to help. 

Her tail wagging furiously, the dog circled the priest as he exited his vehicle, while Jack 

forced his mouth into a welcoming smile.  

The pastor bent down to pat Katie, his voice annoyingly cheerful. “Hello, girl, how’re 

you doing?” He straightened up and waved. “Jack! I come bearing someone who’ll be of 

tremendous use to you.” He leaned into the car and said to his passenger, “Come on out! 

Mr. Harper is looking forward to meeting you.” 

I never said that! Jack thought, watching a thin sixteen year old climb out.  

With a start, he recognized him as the boy he’d given his card to when the teenager was 

being bullied by taller team mates in town.  

A tingle went down his spine. Here, surely, was Divine Providence at work: witnessing 

that incident had caused Jack to agree to help ‘some kid’ the priest was asking him to take 

under his wing. Father Michael had said he didn’t believe in coincidences… 

Jack led Rustica over and shook his hand. “Hi, Robert, good to see you again.” 

“Hello, sir,” Robert took the proffered hand, eyeing the chestnut with anxiety.  

Katie rushed over to the youngster, who fell on his knees in the dust with open arms. 

The thrilled dog piled into him and licked his face. Robert laughed. “Hey, hello, girl!”  
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Jack was ready to pull her off, but there was no need. This boy was a dog lover.  

Katie adored young people and she was missing Joe, the teenager who recently brought 

his horse to Jack for help. The two of them had formed a strong bond, and she’d been 

moping ever since Joe’s departure. 

She was definitely taking a shine to Robert. 

“Do you have a dog?” Jack asked. 

Robert stood up. “No, sir. I’d love one, but my dad is allergic to pet hair.” 

Katie leaned into his left leg and, being fairly short for his age, the boy didn’t have to 

lean over far to ruffle her ears. 

“Well, it looks as if you have one while you’re on this farm. Katie will be following you 

everywhere.”  

Robert beamed. “That’s fine by me!” 

The Retriever looked up at him with worshiping eyes and he squatted down again to 

rub her chest. 

While the dog had the kid’s attention, Father Michael took Jack to one side. “When 

Robert heard we were coming over to your place, he told me how you gave him your card 

after a bullying incident in town.” He grinned. “This was meant to be, don’t you think?” 

Jack nodded and rolled his eyes. Was his life ever going to be under his control again, or 

would his mother be in cahoots with God and this priest until the day he died? 

The barn manager walked out of the stable building and took the mare’s reins from his 

boss.  

Jack introduced him. “Luca is my right hand man, and a very important member of my 

staff. You’ll have a lot to do with him as well as me.” 

Jack liked the way Robert immediately extended his hand to Luca. It showed not only 

good manners, but also that he wasn’t intimidated by people who treated him with 

courtesy. He would fit in very well.  

“Welcome aboard, Robert.” Luca gave him a big grin, and led the mare away to her stall 

while Jack invited his guests to join him for lunch. 
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“I warn you, my diet is enormously healthy. It may not suit you, but I have to stick to it 

so I make all my visitors do the same. I only have food in the house that I can eat.” 

Robert looked puzzled. 

Jack looked at Father Michael, who said, “I thought it best if you told him.” 

“Father is referring to the fact that I have ulcerative colitis. It’s an autoimmune disease 

affecting my digestive system.” 

“Sir?” Robert was even more confused. 

Jack continued, “If I eat the wrong foods they trigger a reaction in my body, which 

attacks its own cells. I control the disease with correct diet and supplements.” 

It still amazed Jack that he was able to talk openly about this embarrassing condition, 

which for so many years he’d been desperate to keep secret.  Meeting Joe and helping him 

overcome his own ulcerative colitis had changed that. 

“That sounds painful.” 

“It is if I don’t eat properly. So forgive the rather unusual and limited menu.” He 

ushered them into the kitchen. “Meet another vital member of my staff. This is Luca’s 

mother, Felicia, chef and housekeeper extraordinaire. Felicia, this is Robert.” 

The matronly woman wiped her hands on her apron and surprised the teenager with a 

hug. “Welcome, welcome!” she cried in her unmistakable Mexican accent. “Hello, Father!” 

she added. 

“Don’t I get a hug, too?” the priest complained, walking towards her. 

“Holy men no need hugs,” she announced, backing away from him. “Seet down, seet 

down! I bring food!” 

Jack was grateful to her for not complaining about the unannounced extra mouths to 

feed. 

*  

Father Michael said grace, and Jack noticed that Robert went through the motions of 

joining in, but without conviction. The priest appeared not to notice. 
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Over the meal Jack explained his daily routine of riding the horses with Luca and his 

other rider, Frank, and performing stable chores. Robert would be involved in the handling 

of the horses on the ground as well as feeding, watering and cleaning stalls. 

He observed, “You seemed a little wary of the horse I was holding just now.” 

“I’ve never been around a horse before, sir. It was kinda big.” 

Jack laughed. “Actually, she’s a very little mare. You’ll see some bigger horses later on. 

But you’ll get used to them,” he added encouragingly. “Those fellows who were pestering 

you in town are nothing in comparison. And horses respect leadership from their humans – 

just as bullies respect those who stand up to them. Working here you’ll learn some useful 

tips for dealing with people who try to shove you around.” 

“That would be great, Mr. Harper. I want to learn everything I can.” 

Father Michael smiled at him approvingly. 

Jack said, “’Mr. Jack’ will do nicely, Robert.” 

After lunch he accompanied the priest to his car.  

Predictably, the ever-zealous cleric used this opportunity to give the trainer another 

task. “Jack, technically Robert’s parents are parishioners. But they don’t go to Mass 

regularly, so their son’s faith is weak, to say the least. This would be a good chance for you 

to share yours.” 

Jack grimaced. “I’ve only just come back into the Catholic Church myself, Father! And 

don’t forget – I still have some reservations. I’m not qualified to help Robert.” 

“You’re exactly the right person, Jack. You came back to the Church despite your 

objections, and can point Robert in the right direction – including encouraging him to come 

to me about any questions you can’t answer yet. And don’t forget, I’m always available to 

discuss your issues with the faith, too.” He opened his car door. “Just see what you can do 

for Robert whenever the occasion arises.” 

Jack’s eyes narrowed. “It’ll cost extra, Father – a lot extra.” Robert’s parents were 

happily paying for Jack to spend time building up their son’s self-esteem, even though he 

would be working on the farm. 
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“You can’t put a price on faith, Jack. Good-bye!”  

That priest had an uncanny knack of wrangling things out of him. But how was a newbie 

like himself supposed to evangelize a kid? 

He shook his head and walked back into the house. 


