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When one door closes, another
one opens ...

IVAN'S CHOICE 3



Are You Sitting Comfortably?

Then I Shall Begin – after these Few Words
You may have heard of NaNoWriMo. The letters stand for

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

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

You have to upload at least 50,000 words of your novel to down-
load a certificate announcing that you’ve completed the required word-
count.

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

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

This book began with that first draft. But it has since undergone
substantial re-writing, editing and polishing and is a long way from the
original manuscript.

So, without further ado, now I present my horse romance.
God bless and happy reading!
Hilary Walker
Rubesca4@gmail.com
Hilton Head Island
South Carolina
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P.S. If you enjoyed this book, perhaps you’d consider leaving a re-
view? Thank you!

P.P.S. Visit my website to get a free copy of another of my books
when you sign up for my newsletter: https://hilarywalkerbooks.com/
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Chapter One: A Conflict of Interest

Monday, 1st November
It was a gloriously crisp afternoon when Pippa arrived at

Pecan Plantation Equestrian Center.
An early start to her day had meant finishing work in time for her

3 o’clock lesson. She was now free to enjoy an hour with the horse
she’d been riding ever since moving into the Hilton Head plantation in
South Carolina two years ago.

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

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

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

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

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

Why were the two men hanging out by Ivan?
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She walked up to them and Mr. Jones said, “Ah, this is Pippa Rawl-
ings. Let me introduce you to Bryce McCloud.”

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

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

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

“Likewise,” he said.
Mr. Jones coughed. “Er, Mr. McCloud is interested in buying Ivan.”
“What?” Pippa exclaimed, “I didn’t know he was for sale!” Her

tone was accusatory. “If I’d known you were going to sell Ivan, I’d have
told you I wanted to have him! I’ve been saving up to buy my own
horse.”

“You never said anything to me about that, Pippa.”
“I needed to get the money first. How much do you want for him?”
“That’s no longer relevant, I’m afraid. Mr. McCloud has offered

more than the asking price.”
This was terrible news! She couldn’t bear the idea of losing Ivan.
She shot the famous man an angry glance and turned the full force

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

“I have no choice, Pippa, I’ve got to downscale. The economy is bad
and I can’t afford to keep all these horses over the winter. The price of
hay is through the roof. Ivan is the best horse I have and the easiest to
sell.”
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“So, you’re rewarding him for it by selling him to – to somebody he
doesn’t even know!” She was close to tears, but refused to cry.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“They all cost way more than Ivan,” he replied evenly, “because
they’re highly trained or have fancy bloodlines. Ivan here needs the
training put into him to become a top dressage horse, which I can pro-
vide, and Mr. Jones is asking a very reasonable sum for him.”
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“But supposing he doesn’t want to become a top dressage horse?
Have you thought of that?”

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

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

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

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

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

She nodded.
Mr. Jones said, “I’m up for it in principle, although I’m not sure

how that would work.” He quickly added, “But you’ll have to match
Mr. McCloud’s offer, Pippa. And we’ll need a deadline. Winter is ap-
proaching fast.”

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

Mr. Jones named the amount. “Today is 1st November. You have

one month, Pippa. On December 1st Ivan goes to Mr. McCloud unless
you have enough money and Ivan chooses you.”

She put on a brave face. “It’s a deal.”
“Good!” the dressage guru said, with a smile that was far too smug

for Pippa’s liking. “Now we need to agree on how Ivan is going to make
the choice between us.”

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

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

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

Pippa narrowed her eyes in suspicion. “Define ‘happy.’”
“Good question,” agreed her rival.
Mr. Jones thought for a moment. “I’ll base it on how he behaves

when each of you arrives – ears forward, nickering, relaxing and snort-
ing under saddle – anything that shows he’s comfortable being around
one or other of you. If he looks stressed, I’ll know he’s not happy.”

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

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

“Like who?” asked the ex-jockey.
“Barrie Reed and one other person.” Barrie was the barn manager

as well as Pippa’s riding instructor. Hopefully she would advocate for
her pupil. “Three people will allow for a majority vote and make the de-
cision more objective.”

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

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

“Drew,” Pippa suggested. “Drew Baker helps take care of the hors-
es,” she explained.

“If you’re O.K. with that then so am I, Mr. Jones.”
The short man nodded his head – begrudgingly, she noticed. “But

don’t forget – you still have to come up with the extra money, Pippa.”
“Yes, Mr. Jones.” Where am I going to find it?
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Bryce McCloud said, “I think we should put this agreement in
writing, don’t you? After getting the assent of the other two people, of
course.”

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

Mr. Jones nodded. “I’ll print out something for everyone to sign.”
“Great!” said Mr. McCloud. “You’re riding Ivan today, Ms. Rawl-

ings, so I’ll come back tomorrow.”
He shook hands with Mr. Jones and Pippa, who noticed what a

firm grip he had.
An orange and white rough-coated Jack Russell was hanging its

head out of the window as he drove away in a black Audi TT coupe
with the number plate ‘McCloud.’

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

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

“Are you going to sell any other horses?”
“Unless I can get some more boarders, then yes, I’m afraid so.”
“Which ones might be for sale?”
Mr. Jones smiled. “Does that mean you’re willing to think about

letting Mr. McCloud have Ivan and you’ll consider another horse?”
“No, I was thinking about what other horses that man could pick

instead of mine.”
“He’s not yours, Pippa.”
“Not yet. But he soon will be.”
“All I can say is, may the best man win.”
Pippa raised her eyebrows.
“I mean, of course, may the best person win. Now I must chat with

Barrie and Drew and get that document organized asap.” He hurried
off.
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Pippa walked back to Ivan’s stall to kiss his nose and give him a
treat.

“Choose me, Ivan, please!”
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Chapter Two: Schemes and Dreams

Monday, 1st November
Pippa had to admit to being a little overawed by Bryce

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

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

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

Horrible memories intruded, which she was powerless to repel.
Arriving at the church on her wedding day, fashionably late and

giddy with happiness, only to be told the groom hadn’t shown up.
Anxiety that he’d had an accident gave way to utter humiliation

when she received a text from Tony saying he couldn’t go through with
the wedding. He was very sorry, but their marriage would be a lie. He
was in love with someone else and could no longer pretend otherwise.

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

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

“I’m sorry! I didn’t realize I was being so rough. It’s all that Tony’s
fault!” She pulled a treat from her jacket pocket. “Hope this makes up
for it.”
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The chestnut took the proffered piece of apple and Pippa leaned
against the stall door to let him eat in peace while she mulled over her
situation.

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

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

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

She straightened her shoulders.
You got through that terrible time when you could do nothing about

it. But this time it’s different. You can do something!
She asked herself her two favorite questions: How badly do you

want it? and What are you going to do about it?
When Tony left her, she desperately wanted to get over him and de-

vised a strategy to achieve it.
That plan gave her something to concentrate on besides her unhap-

piness and led her to move to the fabulous resort area of Hilton Head.
Then she began taking riding lessons.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The horse turned his head round and Pippa laughed. “Yes, buddy, I
have a treat for you.”
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She liked to reward him for letting her put on the bridle by giving
him a piece of apple, and the horse had become used to this routine.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She listened attentively to Barrie as she was told to pick up the reins
and ask the chestnut to sitting trot on the right rein. Then she was told
to place her weight more on her right hip bone and put her left leg be-
hind the girth while applying pressure with her inside right leg.
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The first couple of times Ivan simply quickened his trot strides, but
Barrie had Pippa rebalance the horse and not worry about those fail-
ures. “They’re simply teaching you what not to do. Just before you ask
for canter, while you’re still in trot, move your seat as if you were already
cantering.”

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

Pippa was overjoyed.
“See, you can do it!” Barrie beamed. “Now bring him back to trot

and do that again.”
Her confidence growing, Pippa had no difficulty getting the right

lead canter a second and third time. She’d finally cracked it.
At the end of the forty-five minutes she dismounted the Oldenburg

and put her arms around his neck. “Thank you, Ivan, thank you! You’re
the best!”

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes.” Pippa sighed. She’d been hoping to avoid the sore topic.
“What on earth was he doing here?”
Pippa hesitated for a moment. “I’d better let Mr. Jones tell you. He

needs to talk to you about Ivan anyway. But let me ask you, Barrie, do
you think Ivan likes me?”
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“What kind of question is that? Of course, he likes you!” The kind-
ly brunette peered at Pippa. “Don’t you think he does?”

“I think he does, but I need to know it.”
Barrie looked confused.
“You’ll know what I mean after Mr. Jones has talked to you.”
“O.K.”
Pippa had a sudden thought. “Barrie, I need to have a lesson every

other time I ride, please.”
“What’s brought this on?” She gave her student a sideways glance.

“Don’t tell me, I need to talk to Mr. Jones, right?’
“Right. Thanks for your understanding. It’s a bit complicated.”

“No problem. Shall I put you down for 3 p.m. on Friday, 5th?”
“Yes, please.”
“See you then. Now I’m off to see Mr. Jones to get this mystery

cleared up!”
Pippa gave her a wan smile, but felt sick inside. Her earlier confi-

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

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

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

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

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

Tuesday, 2nd November
Pippa called Mr. Jones the following morning to find out if

Drew Baker was willing to assist with the decision over Ivan. He said
that the barn help was fine with it and she then asked what time Mr.
McCloud was riding Ivan.

“I’m expecting him around 1:30. Why?”
“I’d like to see him ride.”
“We can all learn a lot from watching that man,” came the irritating

reply.
“Yes, that’s what I’m hoping to do,” she lied.
“Excellent! We’ll see you then.”
Her appointment with the bank wasn’t until 3 p.m., which allowed

her to visit the barn and observe The Great Man ride beforehand.
She worked through her lunch break and drove to Pecan Planta-

tion, trying not to pray that Mr. McCloud would fall and hurt himself
– but only because it was a very unchristian sentiment.

The small lot was full and she had to park on the grass verge.
As she walked past the flashy black Audi, the Jack Russell poked his

head out of the passenger window with his tongue hanging out.
His stubby tail was wagging furiously and she could hardly get mad

at the animal for belonging to the enemy, so she went up to him. “Hel-
lo, little man!” She scratched behind his ears. “You’re a good-looking
guy, do you know that?” The dog cocked his head to one side. “I have
to go. See you later.”
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The outdoor riding area was on the far side of the barn. She walked
down the aisle and through the back doors to be greeted by an unusual
sight.

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

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

Now she understood the reason for the gaggle of spectators.
Her earlier determination to win Ivan waned. She was even more

disheartened when she spotted Barrie at the far end. Her instructor was
definitely going to want this superstar to buy him!

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

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

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

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

Mr. McCloud made it look so effortless!
“But Ivan hasn’t done any of this before! How’s he getting him to

do it?”
Barrie smiled. “He spent a lot of time at the walk before you got

here, Pippa. He loosened Ivan up and got him supple and even on both
reins, so that he’d be able to respond to Bryce’s aids easily. He’s not ask-
ing anything really difficult.”
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The man brought Ivan to a square halt, gave the horse a long rein
and patted him on the neck, to great applause. While the crowd con-
tinued to clap, he walked the horse on with energy. The animal’s head
was low and his ears were pricked forwards.

Pippa could tell that Ivan was pleased with himself – as was his rid-
er.

Barrie commented, “That’s a real dressage walk. Ivan’s hind hooves
are reaching way over the imprint of his front hooves, and that’s what
judges want to see. It’s a perfect walk. That’s one of the things a dressage
rider looks for in a new horse. Not all horses have a good walk.”

Oh, good, Pippa thought, Ivan’s just perfect for Mr. Smug! As she’d
feared, Barrie was bowled over by the man.

Mr. McCloud was picking up the reins now. Pippa noticed Ivan’s
walk shortening but could tell that the tempo of the gait hadn’t
changed.

With no visible sign from his rider, Ivan transitioned into a right
lead canter. Barrie gave Pippa a knowing look and she turned bright red
out of frustration and humiliation.

Wishing she hadn’t come, Pippa forced herself to watch the pair
and became increasingly convinced she didn’t deserve to own a horse.
Her riding wasn’t nearly good enough.

Mr. McCloud asked Ivan to come down to walk from the canter,
and Pippa was glad to see it was an awkward transition.

At last! Something he didn’t do perfectly. Of course, he managed a
smooth one the second time. Pippa wanted to throw up. She was torn
between wanting to see what else the man would do on Ivan and want-
ing to leave.

To make matters worse, he caught her eye as he was coming down
the short side of the arena towards her, and gave her his trademark
smug smile. She looked away and afterwards made a point of averting
her gaze whenever he came close.
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But fascination slowly swallowed her envy. How was the man get-
ting Ivan to perform movements he’d never done before? Was Mr. Mc-
Cloud that good of a rider?

He allowed Ivan to lower his neck and canter on a loose rein. Then
he then asked the horse to trot in a long frame, describing big loops
around the arena and changing direction to keep the horse balanced
and straight.

Then he brought the chestnut down to a walk and rode on the
buckle. The gelding snorted comfortably as his rider stroked his neck
and told him what a good boy he was.

Stop doing that! Pippa’s inner voice screamed. I don’t want him to
like you!

Around the edge of the arena stunned voices were saying “If only I
could ride like that!” and “No wonder he’s so famous!”

One of them shouted out, “Hey, Pip, can you do that stuff on
Ivan?”

Trying to be a good sport, she smiled and shouted back, “I wish!”
Trixie, the boarder nearest her asked, “What’s he doing here, any-

way?”
Pippa explained the situation. There was no use hiding it – every-

one was going to find out soon.
“Hey everyone!” Trixie yelled, “Bryce McCloud is going to buy

Ivan!”
The general excitement that ensued got Pippa’s back up and she

said, as loudly as she could, “Not if I can help it!”
“What do you mean?” Trixie looked puzzled.
“I mean that I’ve saved up enough money and I want to buy him.”
“But Pip, look what he’s doing with him! You’ll never be able to do

that in a million years! Let the guy have him – he’s such a gorgeous rid-
er!”

Everyone was now watching the man dismount lithely and loosen
Ivan’s girth. It made Pippa seethe to see all these women observe him do

22 HILARY WALKER



something so mundane, as if it were the most interesting achievement
in the world.

He puts his breeches on one leg at a time just like the rest of us! she
wanted to shout. But it was no use. Mr. McCloud had worked his mag-
ic on the crowd and no one was going to take her claim on the horse
seriously.

She saw Mr. Jones in the crowd and hoped he wouldn’t say any-
thing to her. Glancing at her watch she saw she had a legitimate reason
to leave.

In this miserable frame of mind, she drove to the bank to discuss
the loan that would put her in a position to buy Ivan.

Yet after the performance she’d just witnessed, she wondered why
she was even bothering.

She gritted her teeth and told herself, ‘where there’s life there’s
hope.’ Hadn’t she made it this far after her disaster over two years ago?
If she could manage to build her life back then, she could handle this
now. The humiliation of the bank refusing her request could never be
as awful as what Tony had done.

With nothing to lose and chin lifted high, she walked into the bank
manager’s office and told him she needed to borrow money to buy a
horse.
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Chapter Four: Pippa’s Turn

W ednesday, 3rd November
Confidently, she explained that she had a good repay-

ment record, had never been overdrawn and was in a secure job.
She pointed out that her Mini was fully paid off and could be put

up as collateral.
The manager, a stern looking short man in round black spectacles,

gave her an application to fill out, which she did immediately. She
handed it back to him and he told her they’d be in touch within five
business days.

Shocked that she’d even got this far, Pippa shook the man’s hand
and thanked him. At least the bank hadn’t said and outright ‘no.’

It was Pippa’s first sign of success since this competition for Ivan
had begun, and she left the manager’s office in higher spirits than ex-
pected.

To celebrate, she treated herself to a glass of merlot with her dinner
and half a bar of 70% cacao dark chocolate while watching a comedy
on television.

When she said her prayers that night, she expressed gratitude to
God for the hope he’d given her at the bank and added her now daily
request for Him to help her win Ivan.

As always, she ended with ‘Thy Will be done,’ while – even though
she knew she shouldn’t – hoping that His Will would correspond to
hers.
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She woke early the next morning in an optimistic mood and quick-
ly got out of bed to get in as much work as possible so she could arrive
at the barn well ahead of her lesson and spend extra time with Ivan.

As manager for Balios Foods, she was frequently able to work from
home and this gave her the flexibility to ride during the day if she
wished.

But would Ivan have forgotten who she was, after being ridden so
amazingly well by That Man?

In her fridge were some delicious apple and bran horse treats she’d
made from an online recipe. Hopefully, Ivan would love them and look
for them whenever she came to the barn.

She certainly couldn’t compete with Mr. McCloud’s expertise in
dressage, but maybe the way to the male equine heart was through the
stomach, rather than brilliant horsemanship?

After watching the man yesterday, Pippa was more determined
than ever to improve her riding skills. But she was painfully aware of
her current poor level and once again felt she wasn’t good enough for
Ivan.

She was sufficiently self-aware to recognize much of her unease re-
sulted from discovering she wasn’t good enough for Tony. The same sit-
uation was playing itself out again. Was she destined never to be The
Chosen One?

Shaking her head to banish these thoughts, Pippa finished the day’s
work and changed into her riding clothes. Slipping her displaced glasses
back up her nose after pulling on a riding sweater, she looked in the
wide bathroom mirror and asked herself if there was anything attractive
about her thirty-two-year-old reflection?

Not that she was ugly. She wasn’t. Behind her over-sized glasses
with their black rims was a pretty girl. In her fanciful moments she saw
Keira Knightley’s profile, framed by short blond hair and long bangs
brushing across her forehead.
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But today her brown eyebrows were drawn together in a tight
frown over even browner eyes and all traces of the famous actress were
gone. She knew that if she didn’t hold herself erect and pretend every-
thing was perfect with her world, her body would slip into the defeatist
attitude her mother had often accused her of exuding. And that was
most definitely not attractive.

Today wasn’t a lesson day, so thankfully she wouldn’t have to face
Barrie and listen to her go on and on about how well Bryce had ridden
Ivan. With luck she’d be able to ride alone and work on her right lead
canter strike off.

Packing the horse treats into a cooler with a bottle of water for her-
self, she drove to Pecan Plantation in happy anticipation of a private
ride on her beloved horse.

What a relief to see no black Audi in the parking lot!
Ivan was in his stall. All the horses at the barn were turned out dur-

ing the day and night, and brought in only for feeding twice a day, or
in seriously bad weather, or when they were to be ridden. Pippa had
phoned for him to be fetched in for her, to save time.

“Hi, buddy! How’re you doing?” Pippa pulled out a treat and of-
fered it to the horse.

He eagerly snatched it from the palm of her hand and she brought
out another one. This he wolfed down with the same gusto.

She rubbed the chestnut’s blaze and kissed his nose. “Glad you like
them! Then I’ll keep making them for you.”

Twenty minutes later Pippa was in the saddle. Concentrating on
what Barrie had told her, she worked on getting the gelding to step into
the outside rein in walk and trot. Careful to spend the same amount of
time on both reins, she made sure to keep the horse flexed slightly to
the inside, with her inside leg on the girth and her outside leg behind it.

Ivan seemed a lot suppler and more forward going than usual and
his trot soon had enough impulsion to ask for canter. Taking a deep
breath, she applied the aids for the left lead and Ivan struck off immedi-
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ately. Pippa was elated. Dare she hope to repeat this success on the right
rein?

She changed diagonal across the arena and began setting Ivan up
for canter to the right, then caught sight of Mr. McCloud on the long
side.

Her confidence faded and she just knew she wasn’t going to make
that strike off on the right lead.

How could he do that to her? For sure, he’d come to laugh. How
mean!

Then another thought occurred to her. Instead of asking for the
right lead canter, she trotted up and halted Ivan in front of the brazen
man.

“Come to make sure I don’t ruin your horse?” she blurted.
“Hello to you, too! And he’s not my horse – yet.”
“You’re right, he’s not. But you haven’t answered my question.”
“If he’s not my horse your question becomes invalid, doesn’t it?” He

smiled that smug smile and walked away.
Ugh! The nerve of the man!
Glad he was gone – and more suspicious than ever that he was

checking on how badly she rode Ivan – she took a deep breath and at-
tempted that right lead canter again.

Not only was she unable do it, she couldn’t even replicate her suc-
cess in left lead canter.

Tears in her eyes and cursing the dressage guru for intruding, she
brought the chestnut down to a walk and lengthened the reins to let
him stretch as he cooled off.

This was terrible! How could she improve her riding and her
chances of winning Ivan?

While she was sponging off the gelding in the cross-ties, Drew Bak-
er came down the aisle. The red headed teenager had just arrived to
bring the other horses in for their evening meal.

She waved. “Hi, Drew!”
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“Hi, Pippa!” He stopped by Ivan and stroked the gelding’s face.
“Mr. Jones tells me you’re interested in buying Ivan, but that Bryce guy
is also after him.”

“I’m more than interested – I want to buy him!” She plunged the
sponge into a bucket of water, then squeezed out the excess moisture
and vigorously wiped the sweat off Ivan’s back. “But you’ve seen Mr.
McCloud on Ivan – he’s a brilliant rider and I’m not. I don’t stand a
chance of persuading Mr. Jones that Ivan prefers me.”

“Come on, Pippa, that’s no way to think! Remember, it ain’t over
till it’s over.”

Stopping in mid-stroke, the dejected rival looked at him. “Thank
you, Drew, I needed to be told that. I’ll keep plodding on until it is
over.”

“That’s more like it! And don’t forget, I’m part of the observation
team and I know that Ivan likes you a lot.”

“Good to know. Thank you!”
“It’s hard when you want a horse so badly. I hope to be able to af-

ford a horse of my own one day, too. So, I get it!”
“If only I wanted any old horse, Drew. I’m sure Mr. Jones would be

happy to sell me another one, since he’s trying to cut down on the num-
ber of school horses. But I want Ivan. I’ve been riding him for ages and
I feel comfortable with him.”

“Yeah, you both have a rapport. It would be a pity if you didn’t get
to buy him.” He added, with a smile, “Not that I’m biased, you under-
stand.”

“It’s O.K. I trust you to make the right call. After all, it’s in Ivan’s
interests to go to the right person. It’s not about me – though I wish it
were.”

Drew laughed. “Wouldn’t that make things easier! Anyway, I’d bet-
ter get going or these horses won’t have any dinner. See you around,
Pippa.”

“Thanks again.”
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She returned to her sponging with more enthusiasm. Drew may be
young, but he was a stand-up guy and wouldn’t lie just to please Mr.
Jones. However, that could go either way and she must stand by what
she’d said about it being better for Ivan to go to the person he preferred
even if that wasn’t her.

Placing a light sweat sheet on the horse’s back, to ward off the ap-
proaching chill of the evening on his wet coat, she put him in his stall
to dry off and eat hay while waiting for his feed. Drew would take off
the sheet before turning Ivan back out for the night.

Pippa gave him one last treat before heading out of the barn for
home.

On the way back, she realized that two positive things had hap-
pened today despite her difficult time on Ivan because of That Man: the
bank hadn’t turned her down for a loan and she’d got that elusive can-
ter lead before he turned up.

Thank you, God! I’ll take them!
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Chapter Five: An Awkward Encounter

W ednesday, 3rd November
Rather than settle in front of the television immediately

after dinner, Pippa drove to the local beach for an evening stroll, to use
up nervous energy and get a calm perspective on her situation.

Even at high tide the strip of sand was wide enough to walk along.
Happy to see no other cars parked on the grass verge, she exited her Mi-
ni with a spring in her step. The path to the water led her along a nar-
row wooden pier over the marsh reeds to the beach proper.

Once by the shore you could walk to the right or left for several
miles in each direction.

In the far distance to the right she saw someone with a small dog.
This puzzled her, as there’d been no other car parked in the lot and it
decided her to go to the other way to be alone with her thoughts.

The tide was half-way out and she walked briskly, inhaling the salty
tang wafting off the lapping waves. Small seabirds with jerky strides
made their way along the crustacean-packed sand, picking at the shells’
inhabitants. A white egret stood in splendid isolation on the trunk of a
tree toppled during a hurricane.

‘Mom was right, I’ve got to have a more positive attitude. I didn’t
get my job here on the island by being negative. I believed in myself and
worked hard to get that position and if I do the same again, I can get
Ivan. It’s all in the mind!’ she told herself. ‘If I show Mr. Jones and Bar-
rie and Drew that I’m persevering in my riding to be the best I can be,
and believe the bank will give me that loan, I’ll beat Mr. Dressage King
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and get Ivan. Having two lessons a week will show them how serious I
am, too.’

Pippa was pleased. Such thinking proved she had the willpower to
succeed, just as before, when her world fell apart. Her spirits bolstered,
she turned to walk back along the beach to her car.

With annoyance she saw the man and his off-leash dog walking to-
wards her. But it didn’t matter now; she’d finished her train of thought
and reached important conclusions.

Still some distance away, the man stopped and threw a stick into
the water. The familiar-looking dog chased after it and brought it back
to his owner, who threw it back in. With happy yelps the animal
jumped in after it.

The man laughed and Pippa recognized Bryce McCloud’s voice.
There was no escape. He was standing between her and the exit off the
beach.

What horrible timing!
The orange and white terrier had found the stick in the salt water

and was trotting out with it, head held high. The McCloud man took it
from the dog’s mouth and walked a little farther along the beach before
lifting it to throw once more. As he raised his arm, he saw Pippa.

She continued towards him, filled with her new determination to
be positive.

When she drew close, he said, “Uh-oh, I bet I’m the last person you
want to meet. Am I right?” There was that smug smile again.

His dog was jumping up and down impatiently around him, yap-
ping and begging him to throw the stick.

“Here it comes!” He hurled it into the sea and the joyful dog
rushed into the shallows, plunging in and out of the briny water.

Good manners and her recent resolution prevented Pippa from re-
plying that he was dead right – she didn’t want to see him. Instead she
adjusted her glasses and looked out towards the sea. “I watched you ride
Ivan yesterday.”
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“I thought I saw you. What did you think?”
She narrowed her eyes. “About your riding or about Ivan?”
“Ivan, of course. Did you think he looked unhappy?”
Pippa reddened. “I wish I could say yes, but he didn’t. He was float-

ing half the time.”
“That’s very fair of you. Do you see what I mean about how much

potential he has?”
“I guess.”
The dog had retrieved the stick. He shook the water off his body

and it sprinkled over their feet.
“Oh, I am sorry.” Mr. McCloud said. “I’m adding insult to injury,

aren’t I?”
“It’s O.K.” Pippa said as politely as she could. “Anyway, I need to be

going. That’s a nice dog you have there.” She bent down absentminded-
ly to touch him.

“No!” yelled Mr. McCloud.
Too late: Pippa was already stroking the animal’s back. “What?”

she asked, looking up. The dog wagged his stumpy tail and closed his
eyes appreciatively.

The dog’s owner looked astounded. “Nothing.”
“Don’t you like people petting your dog?” A sudden thought

struck Pippa. “I’m sorry, I should have asked permission first.”
He laughed. “If you’d asked my permission, I’d have told you not to

touch him because he bites.”
“This cute guy?” Pippa caressed the rough coated head. “I can’t

imagine him biting anyone.” The dog was clearly loving it.
“The fact is, Ms. Rawlings, he hates women,” Bryce McCloud said.
Pippa looked puzzled. “You could have fooled me.”
“I can understand why you’d think that, but believe me, Marmalade

has gone for every woman I’ve known.”
“Huh, that’s weird.” Pippa stood up. “I really do need to get going.”

She turned to leave.
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But he had more to say. “Ms. Rawlings, I do hope that one day
you’ll be O.K. with my owning Ivan. He really is the key to helping me
build back my business.”

“That would leave me without a horse, and more specifically with-
out Ivan. I can’t allow that.” Pippa was astounded at her sudden fierce-
ness.

Mr. McCloud nodded. “Alright, then, we’ll just have to see what
happens at the end of our month.”

“Yes,” Pippa said curtly. “Good bye.”
Feeling she had the upper hand, and before she could repent of her

strong reaction to Mr. McCloud’s attempt to smooth things over, she
quickly strode back to her Mini.

She’d shown the man she wasn’t going to be a walkover and given
him something to think about.

IVAN'S CHOICE 33



Chapter Six: A Change in the Weather

Thursday, 11th, Friday, 12th, Monday, 15th and Tues-
day 16th November

It was Mr. McCloud’s turn to ride Ivan the next day, but Pippa
didn’t have the heart to go and watch.

She told herself she was being petty and had much to learn from
the man, yet was consumed with jealousy.

Jealousy of his expertise and of how well he got on with her horse.
Plus, the obvious fact that the whole barn loved him – and why
wouldn’t they? A good-looking guy who shows up at a horse facility
with mostly women is bound to be a huge attraction. Add to that his
superior riding skills and it was no wonder they couldn’t keep their eyes
off him.

That alone annoyed Pippa: encouraged the man’s unbearable smug-
ness and left her with no one at the barn to advocate for her cause.
Drew was a possible exception. But he was a lone voice among the oth-
ers, who were rooting for Mr. Dressage Expert.

She alternated between believing the situation was hopeless and
wanting to fight.

On Friday she had another lesson with Barrie. In the morning she’d
held a staff meeting on the island, at one of the grocery stores she man-
aged. That kept her mind off the coming session with Ivan. But once
she arrived at the barn, she started to worry that Mr. McCloud might
again sabotage her chances of getting that elusive canter strike-off.
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As her lesson progressed and he didn’t show up, Pippa forgot about
him. Throwing her shoulders back, bending her elbows and keeping her
thumbs up, she gave the aids for right lead canter.

Ivan smoothly transitioned into the new gait and his rider beamed
from ear to ear.

Barrie was impressed. “Well done, Pippa! That was great!”
When Pippa replicated her success not once but twice, she knew

she had indeed cracked it. Throwing her arms around Ivan’s neck, she
cried joyously, “Thank you, thank you!”

Then she noticed Mr. McCloud standing by the arena rails, too late
to do any damage.

He was clapping – how condescending.
Refusing to look at him, she walked the chestnut off on a long rein

per Barrie’s instructions, and thanked God she hadn’t seen the man
sooner. At least she’d not made a fool of herself today and could hold
her head high.

Over the next few days she boycotted his riding sessions. It there-
fore annoyed her exceedingly to see him spend time with Ivan on his
days off.

What right did he have? That was her special time with him. She
liked to go into the paddock, give him treats and hang out for a while.
But now the McCloud man was communing with him. It was too
much!

Changing up her visiting hours made no difference. The man was
sure to be there then as well. Was he there all day?

To find out, she drove to the barn twice the following Saturday and
Sunday, and sure enough, he was there both times. She began to suspect
something was going on with him and Mr. Jones.

It was no use fretting over it. All she could do was ride her best and
improve as fast as possible.

Monday was his day for riding again and Pippa worked long hours
to avoid thinking about Ivan becoming attached to his new rider. The
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immersion in her job also saved her from dwelling on tomorrow’s deci-
sion on her loan.

She’d heard nothing from the bank manager by the time she arrived
for her Tuesday afternoon ride. To dispel her growing anxiety, she put
all her energy into grooming Ivan and, once in the saddle, on practicing
everything she’d learned in her last lesson.

As always, the strenuous act of riding left no room for thoughts
other than those related to the task at hand, and Pippa was overjoyed
when she transitioned Ivan into left and right lead canter without any
trouble.

Once again, she hadn’t seen Mr. McCloud, who crept up to the are-
na to watch her last few minutes and clapped when she got the right
lead canter. She seethed: did his arrogance know no bounds?

Luckily, he walked off before she dismounted so she didn’t have to
tell him what she thought of his behavior.

Her cell rang just as she was leading Ivan back to his stall. It was the
bank and her heart pounded uncontrollably as she answered.

“Ms. Rawlings?” came the manager’s familiar voice.
“Yes, speaking.”
“It’s Mr. Riverson of the Hilton Head Cooperative Bank here. You

applied for a loan with us last week.”
Pippa feigned nonchalance. “Oh, yes.”
“We’ve approved the loan. Would you be available to come to the

bank within the next two days to complete the paperwork?”
“Absolutely.” She kept her voice cool, as if she got accepted for bank

loans every day of the week. “And thank you, that’s good news.”
“You’re welcome. See you soon. Goodbye.”
Yelping for joy she hugged the horse’s neck. “I did it, Ivan, I did it!”

She buried her face in his chestnut warmth.
Another success! The possibility of beating Mr. McCloud no

longer seemed so remote and she almost wished he’d come up to ask
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her why she looked so pleased. It would be good to rub his nose in the
news that she had the money to buy Ivan, too.

Her elation was short-lived. Bryce McCloud did come down the
aisle towards her, but before he could say anything to Pippa, Ivan’s ears
pricked forward and he let out a loud nicker to the man.

Crushed, Pippa stared at the ground. Even with her tasty treats,
Ivan never welcomed her like that. Once again, she felt horribly be-
trayed by the horse she so loved.

Bryce stroked Ivan on the nose and walked on without addressing
Pippa. For sure another smug smile covered his face.

She finished sponging Ivan down as quickly as she could and put
him back in his stall to await his evening feed. Then she walked hastily
to her Mini and slumped miserably into the driver’s seat.

What was the point of signing those loan documents when the
horse clearly preferred the man to her?

But she’d set the transaction in motion and had to go through with
it. The bank couldn’t force her to take the money if she didn’t want it,
she reasoned.

Not caring if anyone saw her, she let the tears come. They blurred
the lenses of her glasses and obscured her vision on the short drive
home.

That evening she came dangerously close to ending it all. What was
the point of living? Tony didn’t want her and she’d been afraid to get
close to anyone else since.

Riding Ivan and hoping to own a horse one day had been the only
things that kept her going.

She’d thought the horse liked her, but had once again let her desires
deceive her into believing she was wanted when it wasn’t true.

What was wrong with her? And what was left for her?
Lord, it’s so hard to see how anything good can come out of this! What

am I living for? What’s the use?
That night she knelt by her bed and prayed for guidance.
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And if it’s not too much to ask, Lord, might I have a sign from You
that everything will be O.K. in the end?

Exhausted from today’s emotional roller coaster, Pippa fell asleep
fast.

For lack of anything else to keep her occupied, she took her sched-
uled lesson on Thursday and avoided the barn on Wednesday and Fri-
day when Mr. McCloud was riding. She needed to find another hobby
quickly. Then she could walk away from Ivan and forget her aspirations
to own him.

During the week there’d been murmurings of a bad hurricane head-
ing towards Hilton Head, but the weather channels weren’t sure if it
was going to make landfall on or near the island.

When Pippa came to visit Ivan that Sunday, hoping to snatch a mo-
ment alone with him and convince him to like her best, all the barn
staff were packing things up.

She asked Drew what was going on?
“We’re getting ready to evacuate all the horses tomorrow.”
“What? Why?”
Mr. Jones came up. “It’s a fair bet the governor is about to order an

evacuation off the island and we have to be ready to take the horses to
safety.”

“But why wasn’t I told?”
“We’ve only contacted the horse owners and anyone who can help

us get the horses out of here – people with horse transport.”
As they were speaking, Bryce drove up in a white Silverado truck,

towing a smart white tagalong trailer with his name on the side.
Pippa was horrified. “What’s he doing? Ivan isn’t his horse!”
“Don’t panic, Pippa,” Mr. Jones said, “he’s volunteered his trailer

to help us transport the horses to a barn in Aiken. He’s taking another
horse, too, not just Ivan.”

Her head whirled as she began to realize how much was involved
in owning a horse. It wasn’t enough to pay for his board, you needed a

38 HILARY WALKER



trailer and something to tow it with. Of course, fancy-pants Bryce Mc-
Cloud had those. Once again, she thought, He can’t be that hard up!

The odious man parked his rig and came over to Mr. Jones. “Do you
think it might be a good idea to load Ivan and the other horse in my
trailer now to get them used to it before they have to travel in it tomor-
row?”

“That’s an excellent idea, Bryce. It’ll save a lot of aggravation later.”
Giving Mr. McCloud the evil eye, Pippa cut in. “I’ll load Ivan, and

you can load the other horse.”
Smiling smugly, he agreed.
Mr. Jones looked dubious. “Pippa, have you ever loaded a horse be-

fore?”
“No, but it can’t be that difficult.”
“Well, if you’re sure. I need to carry on with packing up our stuff,

so I can’t help you.”
Annoyed at Mr. Jones’ inference that she was incapable, she said in

a rather snippy voice, “I’ll be fine, thank you!”
The ex-jockey raised an eyebrow at The Man which got her hackles

up even more.
Mr. McCloud pulled down the trailer ramp and unfastened the left

butt bar. Looking self-satisfied, he said, “Would you like to load Ivan
first or second?”

“Does it make any difference?” Pippa asked.
“It might. Some horses don’t like to get on by themselves and need

the encouragement of a buddy already in there. I don’t know which
type Ivan is.”

“I’m sure he’ll have no problem getting on by himself.” She gave
him an insincere smile and declared, “I’ll load him first.”

“Suit yourself.”
Now, what did he mean by that?
“It might be a good idea to put some over reach and brushing boots

on him just in case.”
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“Just in case what?”
“He slips over the edge of the ramp on the way in. He’ll be wearing

traveling boots tomorrow which will cover his knees and hocks, but
brushing and overreach boots should be fine for now.” He looked at her
quizzically. “I’m putting them on Manny, who’ll be traveling with Ivan.”

Manny was a bay Welsh Cross, 15.2 hands three inches high and
much smaller than Ivan.

“O.K.” She fetched the boots from Ivan’s tack cupboard and put
them on the horse.

“I’m bringing him out now,” she announced.
“I’ll have Manny out there to keep him company,” Mr. McCloud

said.
I don’t need baby-sitting! Pippa thought furiously as she led the

chestnut out of his stall and over to the trailer.
Giving him a long lead, she walked up the ramp, expecting him to

follow. Instead, Pippa felt resistance on the rope and turned around to
see the horse standing next to the ramp, not on it.

“Come on, Ivan, stop messing me about!” Pippa descended the
ramp and led the horse away from it. Then she lined him up with the
trailer and this time walked onto the ramp with more determination –
sticking close to his left shoulder and not leading him from in front.

The chestnut walked halfway up before planting his front hooves
on the ramp and his hind legs firmly off it.

Pippa could feel her face turning red. Was she doing this all wrong?
Was there some trick to this?

Mr. McCloud was watching and she knew he was waiting for her to
ask him for help. That made her dig her heels in even more than Ivan.
The last thing she was going to do was beg for his assistance!

Angrily she pulled on the lead rope but all Ivan did was stretch his
neck forwards without budging an inch. “Come on, Ivan! You’re being
a bad horse! Get in here!”

But the animal refused to move.
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Pippa gave a big sigh and let the lead rope go limp. “You’re not go-
ing to get in, are you?” A renewed sense of his betrayal cut her to the
quick. She just knew Ivan would walk in with no problem if Mr. Bleep-
ing McCloud were leading him!

Adjusting her glasses with her free hand, she willed herself not to
cry. Raising her chin, she threw the lead rope over the animal’s neck and
walked off the trailer.

Without looking at the McCloud man, she took Manny’s lead rope
from him. “Fine, you get him on!”

With that complacent trademark smile, he replied, “I don’t think I
need to.”

“What do you mean?” Pippa turned and saw Ivan walking sedately
up the ramp by himself. Once in there, he began munching on the hay
in the large open bag attached to the front bar.

I could kill you! she thought, humiliating me like that!
“One of us needs to close the butt bar behind him,” the aggravating

man said, “otherwise he’s going to walk out again.”
“I’ve already got Manny. Why don’t you do it?” Pippa was too an-

gry with the horse to want anything more to do with him. Plus, she had
no idea what ‘the butt bar’ was or how to close it.

“Sure thing.” Was that a snide grin?
However, Pippa paid close attention to how he slid the flat edge, at

90 degrees to the rear bar, into a slot on the left wall and pushed a pin
in to secure it. She was determined to get it right when she put Manny
in.

Mr. McCloud then walked to the front of the trailer and entered
through a door on the side. She couldn’t see what he was doing, but it
was something to do with Ivan’s halter.

Drat! She’d have to ask him about it if she wanted to learn how to
do this.

“Good, one in and one to go,” he said, coming back to Pippa and
Manny. “If you don’t mind my saying so, the best is to throw the lead
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rope over his neck, like you did with Ivan, then take a loose hold of it
a few inches under his chin and walk boldly up alongside him, making
encouraging noises. “I think he’ll be more obliging than Ivan.”

She was torn between annoyance at his presumption in telling her
what to do and relief at having some instructions.

Lo and behold, Manny walked quietly up the ramp and Pippa let
go of him when she was sure he’d go the whole way in.

“That was great. Now close the butt bar and I’ll show you how to
tie him up in front here.”

Pippa slid the bar into the slot just as she’d watched him do, and
pressed the pin into place while Manny tucked his muzzle into his hay
bag.

“Well done!” Mr. McCloud’s voice was condescendingly enthusias-
tic.

I’m not a little kid! she fumed. Yet she was secretly glad of his help
and joined him by the side door on the left.

“This is called the jockey door,” he explained. “You’ll need to get in-
to the front of the trailer with me. Luckily this has extra space in the
front so we can do that.”

He climbed inside and she followed. Keeping back a little, she
watched him untie Manny’s lead rope and lay it over his shoulder.

Then he took a shorter length of lead, with the other end attached
to the side of the trailer. He explained how fastening it onto the horse’s
halter helped steady the horse in transit and prevent him from falling
down.

He attached the flat lead to the upper ring of Manny’s halter.
“Most people put it here – ” he indicated the lower ring on the nose

band, “ – but I find the horse can reach his hay more easily if I place
it higher.” He clipped it to the ring where the crown piece meets the
throat latch.

Pippa saw the logic of this and was impressed that he noticed such
a small thing. She managed to say, “That makes sense.”
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Mr. McCloud glanced at her with an expression she couldn’t read.
“O.K. they’re both in and we know they’ll load tomorrow. That’s good
news. Now we just need to unload them and we’re done.”

Pippa made to exit the trailer, but Mr. McCloud said, “Not so fast!
There’s a system to unloading horses.”

In a resigned voice she said, “Of course there is.”
“Hey, it’s not rocket science, but it is important to get it right. One

of these days you’ll have your own truck and trailer and want to haul
your horse some place. I get that you’re mad at me for being the one to
show you the ropes, but one day you’ll thank me.”

“It’s just that – that I don’t seem to know anything!”
“Would it help if I told you that none of us was born knowing this

stuff ? Even me, if you can believe it.” This time his smile had no trace
of smugness.

Pippa was somewhat mollified. “I guess we all have to start some-
where.”

“Yes, and you know a lot more than you give yourself credit for, Ms.
Rawlings. Just because I know more than you do – at the moment –
doesn’t mean that you can’t learn it as well.”

“Thank you – I think!”
Was the great McCloud really trying to encourage her?
“Now, let me show you what to do next. See here? We simply re-

verse the sequence.” He undid Manny’s short lead and replaced it with
the long one, which he carefully draped over the horse’s neck. He drew
the end through the loop of rope, reducing the slack in it a little. “This
means the horse is free to back out of the trailer, and he won’t step on
the lead rope on his way out and frighten himself. It’ll be easy to grab
the rope as he’s coming down the ramp.” He looked at her. “Want to do
Ivan’s?”

“Sure.” Not convinced that he wasn’t laughing at her, she did exact-
ly the same thing with the chestnut.

IVAN'S CHOICE 43



“Good, now we can let the ramp down and open one of the butt
bars at a time.”

They got out of the trailer and he asked Pippa, “Which horse
should we let out first?”

Without a second’s thought she replied, “Manny.”
“Interesting choice. Why him?”
Pippa smiled ruefully. “Because he didn’t make me look like an id-

iot.”
“Rule number one, Ms. Rawlings. Never take anything a horse does

personally. It’s not done to aggravate us. It’s usually a sign that we’ve not
explained ourselves properly to the horse or, on occasion, they don’t do
what we want because we’ve made it too easy for them not to oblige us.
But try not to let it get to you.”

That’s easy for you to say, Mister! You’ve got Ivan eating out of the
palm of your hand!

As if reading her mind, he continued: “Don’t forget, I’ve been
around a lot more horses than you for many more years. I’ve paid my
dues so far as learning how to read a horse.”

Pippa reddened.
“Ivan doesn’t like me more than you but he respects me more, and

that amounts to the same thing in his mind. A horse needs a leader, and
I provide leadership which makes him feel safe and comfortable.”

The kinder sentiments Pippa had been entertaining towards The
McCloud Man suddenly dissipated. Her rational side told her she
ought to ask him how to become Ivan’s, or any other horse’s, leader. But
ego made her indignant.

“Men are natural leaders and women aren’t, is that it?”
“Come on, Ms. Rawlings, you know that’s not fair. Being a horse’s

leader has nothing to do with gender and everything to do with atti-
tude.”

Oh, now I’ve got attitude!
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He must have read her face, because he laughed and said, “Not that
kind of attitude!”

She smiled despite herself.
“One of these days, if you’re interested, I can teach you about how

to become your horse’s leader. But right now, we need to get these hors-
es out.”

Together they lowered the ramp and Mr. McCloud supervised Pip-
pa as she undid Manny’s butt bar and verbally encouraged the little
horse to back down out of the ramp.

“Stand to the side to make sure he doesn’t fall over the edge. If he
gets too close to it, push his rump over towards the middle.”

Manny did indeed threaten to slip off the side, but Pippa deftly
pressed his hindquarters and averted a mishap.

“Excellent! Now get hold of his lead rope when he’s clear of the
ramp.”

When she was holding the horse, he said, “O.K. now if you would,
take him far enough away that he won’t impede Ivan when he gets out,
but don’t go too far, otherwise Ivan will fret about being abandoned by
his buddy.”

“O.K.” Pippa said and took the horse a short distance from the
ramp where Ivan could still see him.

Mr. McCloud unfastened the butt bar. “O.K. Ivan, you can come
out now.”

Ivan reversed in a straight line down the ramp and Mr. McCloud
took hold of his lead rope.

“Mission accomplished!” he said. “Let’s take them back to their
stalls and see how far Mr. Jones has got with packing everything up.”

Only later did Pippa realize that she’d obeyed his instructions with-
out a murmur of resentment. I guess he’s not so bad, she told herself
when she got home. I mean, he does know what he’s talking about. And
he was nice about explaining everything to me.
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Confused and exhausted, she realized yet again that she had so
much to learn before she was ready to have a horse of her own.
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Chapter Seven: A Change of Plan

Monday, 15th November and Tuesday, 16th Novem-
ber and Wednesday, 17th November

At 11 a.m. the next day the governor ordered a mandatory evacu-
ation for Beaufort County. With no time to visit the barn, Pippa was
frantically trying to contact her staff at every Balios Foods supermarket
in the county: all purchase orders for stores within the area needed to
be postponed until the hurricane had passed.

Meanwhile she was fretting about Ivan and wondering whether Mr.
McCloud had taken Ivan away in his trailer. Supposing he didn’t even
take the horse to Aiken? What was to stop him from driving the chest-
nut and Manny to a completely different location? With all the confu-
sion in the wake of the hurricane he would have no difficulty hiding the
two horses. The man must have friends all over the country – he was
likeable and talented and could start a new business anywhere. Manny
would be the ideal horse to begin a riding lesson establishment!

These depressing thoughts kept intruding as she tried to follow the
Balios Foods hurricane emergency protocol.

By 2 p.m. she’d issued instructions to the last staff member and
rushed to the barn to see if the horses had already left.

Mr. McCloud’s truck and trailer had vanished and she panicked at
the certainty that he’d spirited her beloved Ivan away.

But the horses were turned out and none of them seemed to be
missing. She was overjoyed! Ivan was in his usual paddock, with his reg-
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ular equine companions and eating hay strewn around one of the pecan
trees.

When were they going to evacuate? The governor had made it
mandatory – why were they delaying? Wasn’t it dangerous to stay here?
Where was Mr. McCloud’s trailer?

Mr. Jones was in the aisle. “Hi, Pippa! We decided to stay put.
The weather forecast for Aiken is much worse than for Hilton Head. It
would be more dangerous for the horses if we took them there.”

“That makes sense,” said Pippa, wondering who the ‘we’ were – as if
she didn’t know.

Mr. Jones continued, “It’s definitely the smartest move. Bryce is go-
ing to stay with me and help in case the hurricane hits. He lives close by
in Bluffton, but we felt it’d be best if he was right here on the planta-
tion. You never know when the power will go out or trees come down
and prevent him from getting here.”

This coziness between her rival and the main judge in the Ivan con-
test intensely bothered Pippa.

And it put her in a quandary. They were all under the order to evac-
uate, but Messrs. Jones and McCloud weren’t obeying it, and she didn’t
want to let those two plot a scheme to keep her out of the running for
Ivan. If she chickened out and left, they’d use it against her to say she’d
abandoned the horse and didn’t deserve him.

“Well,” she stoutly announced, “since I’m already living in Pecan
Plantation, I can stay and help you, too.”

Mr. Jones frowned. “Are you sure? The horses will have to stay in
when the bad weather comes and there’ll be a ton of chores to do. It’ll
be a non-stop grind and no riding.”

If he was trying to put her off, it wasn’t going to work! “I’m not
averse to hard labor, Mr. Jones.”

“Well, thank you, Pippa. We could use the extra hands.”
Had she perhaps wronged him?
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She smiled. “Good! Just let me know what you need me to do. I can
do my job remotely so I’m available pretty much all the time.”

“That’s great!” Mr. Jones pulled out his cell phone. “Let me check
the weather again to get an idea of when things are expected to get
rough.”

Pippa waited a few seconds.
“Looks like the winds are going to pick up tomorrow afternoon.

That’s when I’ll need your help. At 3 p.m. we’ll bring the horses in for
their afternoon feed and keep them in until the hurricane passes. It’ll be
all hands on deck, Pippa.”

“No problem. I’ll be here.”
Good! She’d assured her place among the emergency staff and

there’d be no pacts made behind her back.
Walking towards Ivan in the paddock, she was gratified when he

nickered to her. Recalling Mr. McCloud’s words about not taking it
personally if a horse reacted badly to her, she gave the chestnut a treat –
and decided to forgive him for liking the famous man.

Mr. McCloud’s black Audi passed by the paddock on his way to the
barn, breaking into these charitable thoughts. He opened the car win-
dow and waved at her, forcing her to wave back as good manners dic-
tated. But she was sorry to see him arrive just as she was leaving.

That uneasy feeling that he was getting too chummy with Mr. Jones
nagged her again.

But he’s letting you stay and help, too, Pippa. Don’t be so paranoid!
Stroking Ivan’s wide blaze, she watched the handsome chestnut’s

eyes half-close under her touch. Remember, Ivan nickered at you today,
too!

On the short drive back to her house she offered a short prayer of
thanksgiving for these small positive signs.

That evening she was glued to the weather channel, like every other
resident who’d decided not to evacuate. Noticing many cars in her
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neighbors’ driveways, she knew she was not alone in her decision to
stay. That was cheering.

The forecast remained as Mr. Jones had said. The winds were going
to pick up at around 5 p.m. the next day, increasing to well over 50
m.p.h. with gusts of 70 m.p.h. during the night, and drenching rain.

This came from the outer rim of the hurricane; the eye was no
longer on a trajectory for Hilton Head, but farther north. That ac-
counted for Aiken being about to get pummeled worse than Pecan
Plantation. Pippa was glad Ivan would be staying.

Even though the reason wasn’t a good one, she looked forward to
being immersed in the world of horses during the storm.
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Chapter Eight: The Immersion Begins

Tuesday, 16th November
Mr. Jones texted her around lunch time the next day. Was

she still willing to come and assist?
Pleased he’d taken her offer of help seriously, she immediately

wrote back in the affirmative. ‘I’ll be there by 2.’
Mr. McCloud’s Audi, Barrie’s white Toyota and Mr. Jones’ gray

Subaru Outback were lined up in the parking lot when she pulled in.
She joined them in the office, where they were discussing their

strategy for coping with the upcoming storm. Mr. Jones explained that
Drew’s family were unhappy about him staying behind. He’d wanted to
stay, but had no choice in the matter.

Pippa was disappointed: she’d lost her only ally.
As Mr. Jones had already indicated, they would bring the horses in

for their evening feed at 3 p.m., well ahead of the impending winds, and
keep them in until the threat was over – however long that might be.

Once the storm arrived, at least two people should be in the barn at
all times. The horses weren’t going to like the brutal weather battering
the building and would need constant supervision.

Mr. Jones now posed the question: “Who’s willing to stay here over
night?”

All four of them volunteered.
“Thank you! How does everyone feel if the guys take tonight’s shift

and you ladies stay tomorrow night? We’ll continue to rotate like that
until the horses can go back out again.”

Barrie said, “If Pippa’s O.K. with that, so am I.”
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She looked at her pupil, who nodded. “Sounds good to me.”
“I’ll set up a couple of cots here in the office. At least we have a

bathroom and shower in the barn, so we won’t be completely rough-
ing it. Again, if you all agree, we’ll also take turns bringing in food
for meals. There should be enough coffee and creamer here to take us
through the next three days, but if anyone can bring some, that would
help.”

The two women said they would bring some in tomorrow.
“Thank you, ladies.” He looked at his watch. “Time to get these

ponies in!”
There were fourteen horses in all. Barrie and Pippa were assigned

three horses each while Jim Jones and Bryce Mc Cloud would each
bring in four, including Ivan.

Mr. Jones caught Pippa’s angry glare. “Pippa, it’s because the horses
in the paddock with him are big and difficult and I don’t want you get-
ting hurt.”

She could hardly argue with that logic. However, since Manny was
one of her three horses, she suspected Messrs. Jones and McCloud of
trying to get her interested in the little Welsh Cross she’d been able to
load so easily.

That’s not going to fly!
Manny was no trouble for her to catch and walked calmly beside

her through the paddock gate, stopping quietly to let her close the
latch. He then took his post on her right and let her lead him to the
barn and into his stall.

When she walked back out to fetch the second of her three horses,
she understood what Mr. Jones meant. The two horses with Ivan in his
paddock were running around like lunatics, making it dangerous for
Mr. Jones to catch either of them. Ivan was also dancing around and the
dressage wizard had difficulty getting him to stand still to have his hal-
ter put on.

Pippa was glad not to be in there with them!
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Mr. McCloud led Ivan through the gate and closed it. Catching
sight of Pippa, he shouted out, “Ms. Rawlings, can you take Ivan in,
please? I need to help Mr. Jones.”

Oh, now you need my help with Ivan, she thought sarcastically. But
it was unkind and she walked over to take the chestnut from him.

“Thank you, those two are being idiots. They can feel the weather
changing and know what’s ahead.”

“Can horses sense that?”
“Oh, sure, they’re very attuned to it.” He handed Ivan’s lead rope

over to her, and went back into the paddock.
Separated from his antsy friends, Ivan was walking politely beside

her to the barn and she found herself hoping that Mr. McCloud
wouldn’t get hurt. It didn’t occur to her that she’d not included Mr.
Jones.

Finally, all the horses were in their stalls eating their dinner while
the four humans placed a generous amount of hay in each of their slow
feed nets.

“That’ll keep ’em happy for a few hours,” said Mr. Jones. “We need
to fetch in enough bales to give them during the night.”

He drove them in a golf cart with ‘Property of PPEC’ written on
the sides to the adjacent hay barn, and the four of them piled it high
with bales. It took several trips before Mr. Jones was satisfied.

They stacked the bales on top of a tarpaulin sheet Mr. Jones had
laid over the drain in the wash stall to prevent hay wisps from clogging
it up.

The wind picked up significantly while they were performing this
last task.

“We’re just in time,” Mr. McCloud said.
“Sure are!” agreed Barrie, as the open barn doors began to shake.
Pippa said, “Shouldn’t we close up both ends of the barn?”
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“Yes,” said Mr. Jones. “Those strong gusts are going to catch at the
doors and break them. I’ve already had to repair the doors once after
the wind warped them.”

They split into two groups, Barrie with Pippa and Mr. McCloud
with Mr. Jones, and slid the four big doors shut, two at each end of
the barn, securing them with bolts dropped into holes in the concrete
flooring.

Pippa was still fastening her door when a huge gust of wind caught
at it, pulling it off its track. She struggled vainly to align it with the
partnering door.

Barrie was busy closing her side and Mr. McCloud ran down to
lend his aid.

She hated needing his assistance, but accepted it with good grace,
making sure not to look at him and endure that smug smile again.

With difficulty she muttered a quick “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. These doors are very heavy.”
And I guess I’m just a weakling.
He continued with, “It’s a good thing you suggested we close them

when you did. This one would already have been warped.”
Was that a peace offering? In case it was, Pippa nodded with a neu-

tral expression and he walked back to help Mr. Jones close the shutters
on the horses’ outside windows.

The two women followed suit as the winds gathered strength. The
roar soon became deafening and the roof began creaking. Yet the horses
didn’t seem to care and continued munching on their hay as if nothing
was amiss.

Pippa remarked on this to Barrie, who said, “They’re used to the
sound of heavy rain on the roof. They have hay and water and shelter,
plus they’re all in the barn together, which helps a lot.

“It’s when they’ve been stuck in for over 24 hours that I’m worried
about. But we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.”
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“Who’s ready for something to eat?” Mr. Jones asked, and mo-
tioned them into the office.

It was already after 6 p.m. but Pippa hadn’t noticed the time go by.
At the mention of food, she realized how hungry she was.

The desk in the office had been cleared of paperwork and a picnic
cloth laid over it. Mr. Jones was pulling food out of the fridge as the
other three walked in.

“Help yourselves,” he said. “It’s not very exciting but it’ll keep body
and soul together.”

Pippa was happy to see a bowl of mixed salad, chicken drum sticks,
potato chips, a vegetable platter with carrots, cauliflower and celery
stalks arranged around a tub of dressing. There was cheese and crackers
and grapes. Several bottles of water were set out, and packets of coffee,
sugar and creamer.

“It looks great,” she said truthfully.
“I’m glad you think so. Please – go ahead.” He offered her a napkin

and a plastic plate. She filled the latter and the others followed suit.
Seated around the desk, the four of them ate and drank and talked

in subdued voices. They jumped when the rushing sound of gale force
winds was suddenly joined by the crash of heavy rain on the tin roof.
All had the same thought: how were the horses coping?

They leapt up and ran into the aisle, but it was as if nothing had
happened: the animals were peacefully chewing on their hay or sleeping
on their feet, resting a hind hoof.

Pippa passed Manny on her way to Ivan’s stall and saw him lying
down on his thick bed of shavings. The thunderous noises outside
hadn’t bothered that little horse one bit!

Mr. McCloud reached Ivan before her and was chatting to him over
his stall door.

“Hi there, buddy! How’re you doing?”
How dare he use her pet name for him! she seethed, quickly realizing

that it wasn’t really a pet name but a generic, friendly term for any male.
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Why was her default position with this man always to be on the offen-
sive? Experience was teaching her it wasn’t always warranted.

But it usually is, she assured herself.
“How’s he coping?” she asked him, peering next to him over Ivan’s

stall door.
“Looking pretty chilled to me,” he replied.
With a cursory glance at his audience, the chestnut went back to

the serious job of demolishing the hay in his net. Over three quarters of
the forage was already eaten.

Pippa said, “He could do with a top up.”
“Agreed. Let’s get the golf cart and do some refills.”
That was it. No smug smile or snide comments, just a simple con-

currence.
Pippa walked down the aisle with him and he let make the sugges-

tion to Mr. Jones.
“Good idea, Pippa. Why don’t you and Mr. McCloud go ahead

with that? Barrie and I can make sure the horses have two full buckets
of water.”

“Do you want to drive the cart?” Mr. McCloud asked her.
“I’ve not done it before. I’ll leave that to you.”
“I can show you how. It’s very easy.”
You only think I can learn it because it’s easy?
There she was again! The man was simply offering to teach her a

new skill: was that so bad of him?
Forcing herself to be gracious, she replied, “That would be great.

Thank you. Then I can be of more help around here.”
And it really was easy. He unhooked the plug from the outlet and

placed the cord behind the driver’s seat while Pippa got into the cart.
He told her to turn the key in the ignition, how to unlock the foot
brake, and how to gently depress the accelerator. Pippa edged the cart
forwards a couple of feet then stopped.
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“There you go. Are you O.K. to drive down the aisle while I put hay
outside each stall? Then we can go back and put it in the nets.”

“Sure!” She surprised herself by smiling.
“Let’s go then!”
It felt good to be doing something useful. The four of them would

be together a lot during the next few days, so why not work in harmony
rather than let her rivalry with Mr. McCloud interfere with the smooth
operating of the barn?

While the hay was being dispensed, she resolved to suspend her an-
imosity until after the hurricane, and once they were done she parked
the cart at its post by the wall and plugged the cord into the outlet.

She walked back to the hay on the ground and filled the nets in
each stall down across the aisle from where Bryce McCloud was doing
the same.

Outside, the winds were growing fiercer and their howling had
reached a higher pitch. The storm’s momentum was driving the water
horizontally and the rain now crashed against the building instead of
onto the tin roof above.

Pippa shuddered. She’d never been in a hurricane before and didn’t
know what to expect, but it could be nothing good.

Once the horses had been taken care of, the four workers met in the
office for a final cup of coffee.

“Thank you, everybody,” said Mr. Jones, “that went a lot faster than
usual. Pity I don’t have you here all the time!”

A thought occurred to Pippa and she asked Barrie, “Do you want
to stay at my place tonight? I know we’ll be here overnight tomorrow,
but it would save you driving back to your house in this awful weather.
I live in the plantation, one minute away. It would be a lot safer.”

“That’s very kind of you, Pippa. I did pack an overnight bag in case
I got stuck on my way home this evening, so I’ve got toiletries and
clothes with me.”

“That was smart thinking,” said Mr. McCloud.
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“I learned my lesson during the last hurricane.” Barrie grimaced. “I
got caught away from the house with nothing and was determined that
wouldn’t happen again.”

The dressage pro smiled. “It’s good to know neither of you will be
alone tonight. This weather is getting nasty and it’s far better for none
of us to be alone.”

Mr. Jones nodded. “Yes. And let’s keep our cell phones on – just in
case.”

Everyone agreed to this idea.
“O.K. time to go home!” Pippa said, though strangely loath to

leave.
She and Barrie put on their waterproof jackets and pulled up their

hoods.
The office had a regular exit door, circumventing the need to open

the huge barn doors.
“Would you ladies like an escort to your cars?” asked Mr. Mc-

Cloud. “It’s really brutal out there.”
Pippa could see Barrie was tempted to say ‘Yes, please!’ but she de-

clined and her instructor followed suit.
“O.K. then, good luck!” He opened the door. The wind nearly

pulled it off its hinges, forcing him to hold the structure with both
hands. “Be careful!”

Each ran to her vehicle, having agreed that Barrie would follow be-
hind her student.

The strength of the gale took Pippa’s breath away and she had to
lean fully into it to prevent being pushed over. The hard rain cut into
her eyes and cheeks and she drew her hood farther over her face. The
lenses of her glasses were covered in big drops and she could barely see
her vehicle.

Opening the Mini was an ordeal. Having watched Mr. McCloud
fight with the office door she knew to be careful not to let the car door
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whip back and snap off. She clung onto it and quickly jumped into the
driver’s seat, then pulled with all her might to close it.

Taking off her glasses, she groped around in her central console for
a box of tissues. It was some while before she achieved a semblance of
clarity through the lenses and felt ready to go out on the roads.

The lights of Barrie’s car shone behind her and she turned on the
ignition and her own lights. When she switched on the wipers, even at
their fastest they had trouble functioning in the murderous wind and
rain.

Pippa fought rising panic. I need to get us home fast!
A face appeared at her window and she almost screamed until she

recognized Mr. McCloud. He was tapping on the glass and she cracked
it open a fraction.

“Are you O.K.? Do you need me to drive you back?”
Pippa wanted to say ‘Yes! Yes! Please!’ but pride made her shake her

head. “Thank you for the offer, though.”
“If you’re sure?”
She nodded.
“Stay safe then!”
“You too!” she shouted above the storm. She rolled the window

back up and put the Mini into gear.
God please get us back safely!
Her car inched forward in the tempest with its driver feeling dis-

tinctly foolish in declining God’s offer via Mr. McCloud to get her back
safely.

‘Pride comes before a fall.’ The words ran through her head over
and over again, as she crawled home in the battering rain and relentless
winds.

Somehow, she and Barrie made it to her house and into her garage,
where they were able to escape the storm and enter the building with-
out going back outside.
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Thank you, God! Pippa remembered to pray as she turned the key
in her door.

“I love your house!” Barrie exclaimed. “It’s so cozy!”
It was a kind and sensitive way to describe her 2,000 square foot

home. But it was hers – bought and paid for, the latter point having
been much in her favor when she applied for that loan.

“It’s not big but I hope you feel comfortable here. It’s only for a few
days.”

“Oh, I wasn’t talking about its size, Pippa, I mean you’ve done a
wonderful job making the place snug and welcoming.”

They were standing in her kitchen. The walls were painted a soft
yellow, with pots of colorful flowers on the counters.

Beyond was the sitting room with comfortable leather furniture
arranged round a large coffee table, on which sat a horse head sculpture.
A large gas fireplace completed the warm atmosphere.

The massive windows on the far side contained a sliding door
which opened onto the Carolina room and afforded a full view of
the storm through the screens. Pippa wondered nervously whether the
winds would rip through the netting.

Turning her attention back to her guest, she said, “Thank you, I had
a lot of fun decorating. Let me show you your bedroom.”

Pippa led Barrie down a hallway which opened into a small open
space from which led off four doors. She opened one of them.

“Here’s your room, and next door is the bathroom. I’ll fetch some
towels from the closet here.” She opened a narrow door and pulled out
a bath towel, hand towel and face flannel and laid them on the queen-
sized bed.

“It’s perfect, Pippa, thank you.”
“I’ll get the fire going and we can have a hot drink before going

to bed. I guess we shouldn’t be too late, tomorrow is going to be very
busy.”

“Based on the few hours we were at the barn today, I totally agree.”
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“Would you like hot chocolate or coffee?” Pippa asked.
“Hot chocolate sounds wonderful!”
Twenty minutes late Pippa and Barrie were lounging on the sofa,

mugs in hand, staring idly at the crackling fire and listening to the
threatening sounds outside.

Barrie remarked, “If this is supposed to be the edge of the hurri-
cane, I feel really sorry for the people in its path!”

“I just hope they had the good sense to evacuate.”
“Unlike us.”
“Yes, but we have the horses to think about, not just ourselves. Our

choice is justified.”
With a broad smile Barrie said, “Speaking of choices, I think Bryce

is a really nice guy.”
Pippa found it interesting that she used his first name. “Hey, you’re

supposed to be rooting for me to buy Ivan, not him!”
“I wasn’t talking about your fight over Ivan. It was a personal com-

ment on the man. I think he’s gorgeous.”
“I think he’s a smug so-and-so.” She could still see that self-congrat-

ulatory smile of his.
“I think he exudes an attractive self-confidence.”
“And I think it’s highly unattractive arrogance. He knows he’s a bet-

ter prospective owner that I am. He’s just stringing me along, being nice
to me and pretending this is a fair fight.”

Barrie raised her eyebrows. “What makes you think it isn’t?”
“Because Mr. Jones would just love to tell the world that he sold

Ivan to the famous Bryce McCloud.”
“But surely, he won’t want to lose one of his best customers, who

would then become a paying boarder?” Barrie reasoned.
“I don’t think he cares about that, just as long as he gets the money

for Ivan and prestige from his new owner.”
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Barrie shook her head and sighed. “I think you’re being unfair to
Mr. Jones and Bryce. This competition between you and the handsome
Bryce has blinded you to the truth.”

“Just wait. You’ll see.”
Barrie laughed. “I can’t wait to see how this plays out!”
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Chapter Nine: Another Challenging Day

W ednesday, 17th November
Driving to the barn the next morning was as arduous as

making it home the night before, the only distinction being that the sky
wasn’t pitch black.

The winds had increased without the rain letting up and the for-
midable gusts blew at over 80 miles per hour. Pippa wondered whether
Beaufort County wasn’t getting the full wrath of the hurricane after all.

They left Barrie’s car in her garage, and the instructor’s company
with her in the Mini was reassuring. Pippa had no idea how she could
help her student in an emergency, but simply not being alone made all
the difference between her feeling vulnerable and feeling strong.

On arrival the two women struggled to exit the car, then had to
fight with the office door to enter into the dry warmth of the room. The
rain clattering across the tin roof sounded much louder than it had at
Pippa’s house.

Mr. Jones was putting coffee grounds in the filter basket. “Bright
and early! I like it. Thank you, ladies. Help yourselves to breakfast. It’s
not very imaginative, I’m afraid. I just emptied out the fridge.”

“This looks good,” Pippa said, taking off her glasses and wiping
them on a paper towel from the kitchen roll on the desk.

She meant what she said. Aware of her tendency to put on weight
if she wasn’t careful, and conscious of how bad sugar is for the human
body, she avoided sweet pastries whenever possible. So she was happy
to see the cheese and grapes from the previous evening on the table as
well as the usual bakery fare.
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“But shouldn’t we get going on our chores?” Pippa asked.
“Bryce and I have fed the horses and given them hay, so we can

take a break before cleaning out the stalls. Don’t worry, there’s plenty
to keep us busy. With the horses in 24/7 there’ll be constant deposits
of poop to remove.”

Mr. McCloud walked in. Pippa thought his unshaven look suited
him and, from her expression, Barrie felt the same way.

“Hello,” he said, “you made it. That must have been a rough drive
back and forth.”

Barrie was quick to answer. “It is really hard to see the road. We’re
lucky no trees came down.”

“How was your night? Were the horses O.K.?” asked Pippa.
He grinned. “We did final night check at 10 p.m. and gave them

more hay. They were all very relaxed. None of them were bothered by
the noises.”

“That’s good news,” Barrie said. “Did you both get any sleep?”
Mr. Jones laughed. “If you could call it that. The horses may have

been quiet, but this noise – ” he pointed to the ceiling, “ – wasn’t con-
ducive to deep sleep.”

“It reminded me of sleeping in the caravan at my grandparents’
place when I was a kid,” Mr. McCloud said. “It brought back that sense
of adventure.”

Genuinely interested, Pippa asked, “How old were you?”
“Oh, about ten or eleven. My older sister liked to tell ghost stories

and scare the you-know-what out of me.”
“That wasn’t very kind,” Barrie said.
With a rueful smile that could not be accused of smugness, he

replied, “She taught me a lot about how women can be sometimes.”
Was that directed at her, Pippa wondered?
“Well, on behalf of all women, I apologize,” said Barrie.
“Thank you! But no apology needed.”
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Mr. Jones cleared his throat. “Time to get back to work, ladies and
gentlemen.”

He wasn’t joking about the number of chores.
With fifteen horses staying in overnight instead of being turned out

came fifteen thoroughly soiled beds. Mr. Jones designated several hors-
es to each of them, taking Ivan’s to prevent any resentment, and turned
the radio on to soothing music for the benefit of animals and humans.

“If one of your horses is running low on hay, please refill his net.
Bryce, you and I will have to brave the elements shortly and fetch more
bales.”

There were only two wheelbarrows, and since Mr. McCloud’s allo-
cated horses were opposite Pippa’s, they shared one of them, placing it
in the middle of the aisle.

They frequently tossed manure into it at the same time and the
two loads would collide, sending half the droppings onto the floor in-
stead of into the barrow. At first, Pippa found this embarrassing, but it
happened so regularly and Mr. McCloud laughed so good-humoredly
about it, she found it amusing, too. It was caused by their working in
the same rhythm – and only later would she wonder why that was.

The next problem came quickly: emptying the full wheelbarrow.
All four of them piled the manure as high as possible but soon the
two barrows reached capacity and they stood looking at the barn door
with dread. The wind and rain had not abated and the risk of the gusts
wrenching and warping the doors was worse than ever.

“Might the wheelbarrows fit through the office door, Jim?” asked
Mr. McCloud.

“I hate to track them through there, but it’s certainly better than
losing my barn doors. Let me check the width.” He walked into the of-
fice and emerged with a steel tape measure, which he used to determine
the size of the barrows. He then went back into the room, returning af-
ter a couple of minutes. “It’ll be tight, but it’s doable. I suggest we take
one barrow in there at a time, and two people hold the door open while
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the other two push it through. It may take all four of us to get it to the
manure heap and tip it out.”

“O.K.” Mr. McCloud said. “Ms. Rawlings, shall we start with
ours?”

She nodded. Shouldn’t we be on first name terms? Everyone else is,
and it sounds stilted to be so formal. How do I suggest it? What’s the eti-
quette?

“Here goes nothing!” he was saying.
Pippa held open the door leading from the aisle into the office, and

Mr. McCloud pushed the barrow through, scraping the sides on the
door jambs.

Mr. Jones and Barrie followed Pippa and the barrow through the
office to the outside door.

“Barrie, would you and Pippa hold the door open, please, while
Bryce and I get the wheelbarrow through – hopefully! Be careful it
doesn’t slam in your faces.”

With the wind pushing against the door, it took the two women’s
full strength to open it. As soon as they did, a gust blew into the room,
knocking things off the desk, including Mr. Jones’ prized coffee mug,
sending it crashing into pieces on the floor.

“Quick, Bryce, let’s get this outside!” the mug’s owner shouted
above the wind.

Pippa was surprised how much effort it cost her and Barrie to keep
the wooden door open while the men squeezed the barrow through,
scratching paint off the sides. She wished she’d had the foresight to don
her waterproof coat and was sure the others felt the same way.

She and Barrie walked behind the two men towards the muck heap,
all struggling against the gale. They finally turned around and pulled
the barrow backwards to keep the rain from cutting their faces.

By the time they reached the manure pile, Pippa could no longer
see anything and had to remove her glasses. She quickly tucked them
down her shirt front, then helped the others haul the wheelbarrow up
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the pair of wooden planks, serving as a ramp to the top of the mound.
The wood slats were sinking into the rain-soaked manure, and they all
fought to stay on.

“Thank you, ladies,” Mr. Jones shouted over the din, “but you’d bet-
ter get back on solid ground while we tip this thing out. I don’t want
you falling into this mess!”

Slowly the two women inched their way back down the planks and
stood at the base, watching Messrs. Jones and McCloud wrestle with
the unwieldy barrow against the punishing winds.

Pippa and Barrie were getting colder and wetter and more pum-
meled every second, but tacitly felt they should stay out in the hurri-
cane conditions in solidarity with the guys. Somehow it seemed cow-
ardly to run back to the dry, warm office.

Without her spectacles, Pippa’s short-sighted eyes could only dis-
tinguish between the men because of their disparate heights. She
watched a blurred image of the barrow threatening to tip over as the
two of them struggled to right it.

“Oh, no!” Barrie gasped.
“What?” cried Pippa.
“Bryce has fallen in!”
“Oh, poor man, that’s awful!” And she meant it. Cupping her

hands to give her voice more volume, she yelled to Barrie, “I’ll get the
barrow down so Mr. Jones can help him.”

“Good idea!” Barrie replied.
Pippa rushed up the ramp and shouted “Give me the barrow!” to

Mr. Jones, who’d not wanted to let go and have it fall into the mire, too.
“Thank you!” He let Pippa take the handles.
Slowly, slowly she inched backwards down the wooden boards

while Mr. Jones put his hand out to Mr. McCloud.
She heard Barrie’s voice, “I’m right behind you!” and felt hands

steadying her torso as she guided the barrow onto terra firma.
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There they stood in silence, observing Mr. Jones pull the dressage
star out of the dung heap.

Rather than rejoice at her rival’s humiliation, she empathized with
him. It surprised her. Was that because she understood how it felt?

Barrie clapped when the soiled man walked down the double
planks, and Pippa peered at him with myopic eyes, wondering how he
was going to take this incident.

Grinning, he spread out his arms and shouted over the howling
gusts, “If I stay out here long enough it’ll all wash off !”

The others laughed and Pippa was impressed that the great rider
was taking his embarrassing situation so well. He looked a sight, with
manure covering his body up to his waist.

“I think you’ll have a better time getting clean under the shower,
Bryce,” Mr. Jones told him. “I don’t want you blowing away in this
wind. I need you back at the barn.”

“If you insist.” He pointed to his jeans. “But look how much is al-
ready coming off.”

They trudged the barrow back to the office and repeated the door
opening exercise. At least the empty conveyance was easier to push
through.

Once they got it into the barn aisle, Mr. McCloud said, “I’m not
going to bother showering until we’ve cleaned out all the stalls and
emptied the last wheelbarrow load.” He was grinning again. “I may fall
in several more times before this is over.”

“That’s the spirit!” said Mr. Jones, clapping him on the back. “Now
let’s get the next one out there.”

With a collective groan, they set to work.
In all, they filled ten barrow loads before every stall had been

cleaned, and, as Barrie pointed out, “The horses are busy creating more
for us to take out.”

“I’m not waiting for the next round before I take that shower,” Mr.
McCloud said.
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Holding his nose in an exaggerated fashion, Mr. Jones concurred.
“We’re all grateful for that decision, Bryce!”

Barrie said, “I think we’d all like to change into dry clothes.”
Pippa nodded enthusiastically.
“Then it’ll be time to give the horses more hay and top up their wa-

ter buckets.”
“Will there be any time for lunch?” Barrie asked hopefully, looking

at her watch. “It’s past one o’clock.”
“No wonder I’m so hungry!” said Pippa. “We raided my fridge this

time, and I’ve got an interesting variety of foods in my car.”
“Anything sounds good at this point, Ms. Rawlings. Could I help

you fetch them?” He smiled and indicated his soiled pants. “You’ll be
doing me a favor. More rain will wash off more manure.”

Pippa laughed. “Well, if you put it that way, how can I refuse?”
“Great. Allow me.”
Pippa grabbed her keys from her purse and he opened the door,

clutching it while she passed through.
Walking to her car, she removed her rain-covered glasses again. This

time she stowed them in her soaked jeans pocket, too self-conscious to
stick them down the front of her t-shirt.

“You know, contact lenses would be a much easier way to go, Ms.
Rawlings.”

What a personal remark!
She didn’t know how to respond, but luckily the noise of the wind

and rain meant she wasn’t obliged to.
But as he held the Mini door open for her, he continued, “I wear

them. They’re much more practical.” He saw her confused expression
and went on, “Sorry if I’m being too personal, but I couldn’t help saying
something.” He switched the subject. “Give me a couple of bags.”

Glad to change the topic, she handed him two plastic bags and
pulled out the other two. Mr. McCloud was leaning behind the car

IVAN'S CHOICE 69



door to prevent the wind from breaking it off its hinges, and now
pushed it shut using all his might.

“Onward and ever onward, Ms. Rawlings,” he shouted above the
roaring wind and rain.

Not allowing herself another moment for second-guessing, Pippa
said, “Isn’t it kind of silly for us to use our last names? Why don’t you
call me Pippa, like everyone else?”

Her comment elicited a genuine smile. “That sounds much better.
Call me Bryce, like everyone else.”

Was he mocking her? she wondered briefly. But a side glance at him
told her he was pleased.

An impish impulse caused her to add, “But we’re still at war once
the hurricane is over. You do realize that, right?”

“Of course. My feelings entirely.”
There was that smug smile again, but this time Pippa decided it was

tongue-in-cheek and obeyed her second impulse, which was to dig him
in the arm with her elbow.

“Ouch! What was that for? War hasn’t resumed yet.”
“I want to stay in practice.”
“Women!” he said, “I’ll never understand them.”
“Good!” Pippa retorted.
A heavy gust blew into their faces and Pippa staggered backwards.
Bryce put his free arm against her back to steady her. “Let’s get in-

side before we’re both blown over!” he said.
“We thought you’d been swept into the next county!” Barrie said,

when they made it back the office.
“We nearly were,” Bryce said smoothly.
Pippa said quickly, “O.K. everyone, this isn’t the world’s best meal

but it’s fresh and edible.”
“Works for me,” Mr. Jones said.
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She and Barrie laid out the plastic containers of arugula, baby
spinach, shredded carrots, celery sticks and sliced cucumbers, and two
tubs of dressing – vinaigrette and blue cheese.

“I’m impressed, Pippa, you eat very healthily,” Bryce said.
The look which passed between Mr. Jones and Barrie at the use of

her first name didn’t escape Pippa. Ploughing through the awkward-
ness, she said, “Anyone want more cheese?”

She unwrapped several types, plus three varieties of cracker, and
generous slices of ham. Barrie opened a plastic tub of roast chicken
thighs.

“And to finish we have apples, bananas and blueberries,” Pippa an-
nounced.

“Thanks, this looks great, Pippa,” Mr. Jones said, taking a plate and
helping himself.

Half an hour later they’d finished the meal and the rest was stuffed
into the little office fridge for later. It was time to give the horses more
hay and water and pick out their stalls yet again.

Everyone settled into their tasks, with Pippa and Bryce being care-
ful not to fling their pitchforkfuls into the barrow at the same time.

When they were all done, the two wheelbarrows were only half full.
“Thank Goodness we don’t have to take them outside just yet,” Bar-

rie remarked.
Bryce grinned. “Amen to that!”
A break in the chores gave Pippa the opportunity to work at her

day job while the others killed time cleaning tack next door. She pulled
out her laptop from one of the bags she’d carried in, and laid it on the
now cleared desk. It was important to contact her staff and ensure that
the purchase postponements had gone through.

As she was pressing ‘send’ on the last email, Bryce walked in.
“There you are. What are you up to?”
“Catching up on work.”
“What kind of work?”
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“I’m the purchasing manager for Balios Foods in South Carolina.”
“Isn’t Balios the immortal piebald horse that pulled Achilles’ chari-

ot in the Trojan War, with Xanthos?”
“You know your Greek mythology.”
“Only the bits to do with horses.” He went over to the coffee ma-

chine. “So, you’re in charge of the whole state?”
“Does that surprise you?” Was he being facetious? Did he think she

was incapable of doing the job or was he saying that one state wasn’t
that big of a deal?

“On the contrary. I’m impressed.” He stirred some powdered milk
into his mug. “I’ll leave you to it.” With a brief smile he took his coffee
and left the room.

Pippa had the uncomfortable feeling that she’d been rather rude.
Why do I put the worst possible spin on everything he says? Since we

agreed to a truce until the hurricane blows over, I need to be less defensive.
Anyway, it’s exhausting. I could use a break from it.

She switched off her laptop and walked into the aisleway.
The horses were becoming antsy in their stalls, moving around in-

stead of eating hay. Pippa commented on this to the others in the tack
room.

“Yeah, we noticed that, too,” Mr. Jones said. “I’ve been checking for
an improvement in the weather but there’s no sign of it letting up until
tomorrow afternoon. Even then, the paddocks will be too flooded for
turn out.”

“How about leading them up and down the aisleway to give them a
break from sitting in their stalls?” Bryce suggested.

“That’s a good idea,” Mr. Jones said. “Maybe lead two at a time, one
in each direction, and see how that goes.”

Pippa seized her chance. “Could I take Ivan?”
“Sure, if you think you can hold him. Don’t forget, he’ll be more

energetic than usual. He’s not been getting his regular exercise.”
“It’ll be no problem,” she said nonchalantly. “He knows me.”
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Bryce exchanged a quick glance with Mr. Jones and even Barrie
said, “Maybe you’d better have a chain over his nose, just to be safe.”

The more opposition she got the more defiant she felt. “I’m sure
he’ll be fine.” And she walked with purpose down the aisle to fetch her
favorite horse.

“Better take Manny out, Bryce, I can rely on him to be calm if Ivan
acts up,” Pippa heard Mr. Jones say behind her back.

I’ll show them!
Offering Ivan a treat from the ever present hoard in her pocket, she

slipped the halter over his head and led him out of his stall. The chest-
nut barged past her and was strong when she tried to slow him down.
He was never like this when she had a lesson!

He stormed down the aisle as she tried to keep up with him, pulling
on the lead rope. But her efforts didn’t make the tiniest dent in the geld-
ing’s pace. Realizing she was going to fall down if she didn’t let go, she
released the rope, suddenly aware of the rope burns on her palms.

Bryce hadn’t yet taken Manny out. He quickly closed the little
horse’s stall door and strode down the aisle to catch the runaway while
Mr. Jones stood with his arms outstretched to slow the animal.

Pippa stood panting, adjusting her glasses and trying to catch her
breath. Humiliated and defeated, she knew she should have listened to
the others’ warnings. She had only herself to blame for this fiasco.

She watched Bryce grab the lead rope close to Ivan’s halter and dig
his elbow into the animal’s neck, forcing him to turn towards his han-
dler and preventing the horse from running him over. He may not be
very tall, but Bryce McCloud was certainly effective.

Mr. Jones brought a lead with a chain and the two of them, talking
soothingly to the big chestnut, switched lead ropes. Pippa was interest-
ed to see that once Ivan had the chain over his nose, he behaved with-
out Bryce needing to apply pressure. The man turned the horse around
and led him down the aisle towards Pippa.

IVAN'S CHOICE 73



Swallowing hard, she thought of the lessons she’d learned today –
one in humility, the other about horses.

Bryce walked past her with Ivan. “Don’t feel bad. You weren’t to
know.”

“You did try to tell me!” Ruefully, she walked towards the other
two and prepared to eat crow.

“Sorry, Mr. Jones,” she said. “I guess I don’t know as much as I
thought I did.”

His voice was kinder than she deserved. “Let me look at your
hands.”

She showed him.
“Wait here while I get the first aid kit from the office.”
He returned shortly and sat next to Pippa on the bench in the aisle

by the golf cart. “This is going to sting,” he warned her, as he applied an
antiseptic spray.

It did, but Pippa figured she deserved it.
Mr. Jones smiled. “I’ve burned my palms many a time by forgetting

to wear gloves when lunging a horse.”
“I have a lot to learn,” she replied.
“It’s a never-ending process,” he said, as he wrapped a bandage

around each of her palms. “If you have any gloves here, I suggest you
wear them to keep these dressings clean.”

“I’ll use my riding gloves. Thank you for patching me up.”
“You’re welcome.” He grinned. “Hey, at least no one got badly hurt.

Do you want a break, or would you like to take Manny out?”
Although conscious of her throbbing hands, she nodded. “I’ll get

Manny.” She wanted to continue helping out, but was ready for a quiet
horse.

Manny got the treats that were meant for Ivan and to her delight
behaved perfectly when she led him up and down the aisle. At first, she
avoided looking at Bryce leading Ivan past her in each direction, but af-
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ter a couple of laps, she recovered enough to return his smiles, grateful
that he didn’t remark on her gloved hands.

The rest of the afternoon was spent walking each horse, feeding
and filling hay nets, cleaning stalls then facing the storm to tip out the
wheelbarrows. Bryce took the precaution of wearing waterproof over-
alls but this time no one fell into the muck heap.

By evening the horses were calmly munching on their hay again,
settling in for another windy night.

Supper was remarkably similar to lunch, but everyone was glad of
something to eat without needing to brave the weather and forage for
any.

Pippa’s boss at Balios Foods emailed that he’d closed all the stores
in the county and advised the staff to follow the governor’s evacuation
order. It was therefore a fair bet that no other grocery stores were open,
either.

“I’ll raid my kitchen tonight,” said Mr. Jones, “and see what I can
bring tomorrow. It won’t be as healthy as this array, I’m afraid.”

Barrie laughed. “Hey, any food is better than none.”
They ate less than usual and Pippa figured all four of them must

have the same thought: Don’t eat more than you need, you don’t know
when you’ll be able to buy any more.

They were all pleasantly tired, and Pippa had brought a bottle of
red wine which relaxed them further. She even felt comfortable enough
to ask Bryce where his dog was.

“Marmalade is riding out the evacuation with a male student of
mine, since he doesn’t like women.” He glanced briefly at Pippa. “Usu-
ally, that is. I thought it best, since this situation is tough enough with-
out having to take care of an energetic dog.”

“That’s good. I hope he’s going to take her for walks?”
“If he doesn’t, he’ll have a raving lunatic on his hands. Marmalade

needs at least two long walks a day. I told him it would keep him fit,
too, since he can’t ride at present.”
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“Do you mean he had to stop riding when the horses at Cypress
Farm were sold?” Barrie asked.

“Unfortunately, yes. He was doing very well until this happened –
he was about to go for his Silver medal. But that’s all on hold for the
time being.”

Pippa was surprised when Barrie asked, “Why aren’t you married?
A famous rider like you – you’re a really good catch!”

If Barrie weren’t happily married, with her husband visiting their
son in Chicago, Pippa might be inclined to suspect her trainer of an in-
terest in Bryce.

The man grimaced. “I guess my fiancée thought so, too, until Lord
Bridges’ death. When it was clear that I couldn’t maintain my position
with the family and their horses she decided to catch someone else.”

Barrie’s face reddened. “Oh, I am sorry. I shouldn’t have brought it
up.”

Bryce smiled. “Hey, I’m flattered you bothered to ask,” he said gal-
lantly.

He’s been hurt and abandoned, just like me, Pippa reflected. Maybe
he really doesn’t have a ton of money and really does need Ivan in order
to get back on his feet? At least I have a job and an income. He doesn’t.

This realization made her blush at her injustice towards him.
Then she thought: But I’ve been riding Ivan much longer than he

has, and I don’t want that horse to make money off or to bolster my repu-
tation. I love him for himself, not for how he can perform for my benefit.
I’m a much better owner for him.

She conveniently overlooked the fact that Bryce had helped her
when Ivan was too strong for her today, and instead magnanimously
hoped he would find another horse soon. I should look out for one here
at the barn.

As she pursued this line of thinking, Bryce turned to Mr. Jones.
“Jim, I’ve been wondering, might Manny be for sale, too?
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Pippa immediately quipped “Why? Are you interested in him
now?”

He smiled at her. “Maybe.”
Pippa was confused. What was that supposed to mean?
Mr. Jones thought for a moment. “I guess so – to the right person

– and at the right price.”
“Good to know,” Bryce said, changing the subject and leaving Pippa

wondering what he was up to. Maybe he thought Manny would be a
good horse for the student who was taking care of Marmalade? But
surely he couldn’t afford him and Ivan?

She decided to stop worrying about it. ‘Sufficient unto the day is
the evil thereof,’ she reminded herself, for it was the turn of the two
women to stay at the barn tonight.

Mr. Jones said to them, “Remember, we’re a short trip away and you
call any time at all if you need us.” Mr. Jones looked at Pippa. “Don’t be
too proud to ask for help. We’re all in this together.”

Pippa groaned out loud. “I promise we’ll call if we need you.”
“Define ‘need’ Pippa,” Bryce said with an impish smile.
She grimaced. “I’ve learned my lesson. And I’ve got Barrie here to

make sure we call in time.”
“Good for you, Barrie. That puts our minds at rest,” Mr. Jones said.

“Good night, ladies, and good luck!”
The men rolled up their sleeping bags and put them out of the way

in the office. Carrying their overnight things, they said good night and
headed out.

“Stay safe out there!” Pippa called after them as she and Barrie held
the office door open and watched the two men fight their way through
the gale to their vehicles.
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Chapter Ten: Things That Go Bump in
the Night

W ednesday night through Thursday morning 18th

November
The two women brought their sleeping bags and pillows out of the

corner and set them up on the cots. The wind was lashing the rain so
hard, it sounded like heavy darts being fired at the barn building.

“I’ll be amazed if this lets up by tomorrow afternoon,” Pippa re-
marked.

“I couldn’t agree more,” said Barrie. “It’s getting worse out there,
not better.” She consulted her cell. “Gusts up to 90 mph! I’d say that
was true hurricane force, not edge-of-the-hurricane.”

“I hope the guys get back to Mr. Jones’ place O.K.”
“Me, too. That’s some evil weather. Let’s do a final check then get

some shut-eye – or at least as much as we can expect with this noise.”
“We’d better take flashlights with us, just in case.”
“Good thinking. I’ll just put on the light at this end of the barn so

we don’t disturb the horses too much.” Barrie pressed the switch in the
aisle right by the office door, and it gave just enough illumination.

Taking a flashlight each, they looked in on the fifteen equines.
Some were lying down, others were sleeping standing up, and a few
were munching on their hay.

All the stalls had been cleaned before the men left, so there was only
a small amount to pick out now.
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That done, they switched off the overhead light and got ready for
bed. They were both tired and went to sleep quickly.

Barely two hours later they were woken up by a loud crack, audible
despite the noise of the storm. It was immediately followed by a thun-
derous crash through the barn roof.

Pippa screamed, “The horses!”
Groping around in the dark for the flashlight under her cot, she

heard Barrie scramble out of her sleeping bag and fumble along the wall
by the door. There was a click and her trainer said, “The electricity’s out.
Not that I’m surprised.”

Pippa switched on her light before climbing out of the makeshift
bed. “Where did you put your flashlight?”

“It should be on the floor by my cot. Can you see it?”
She found it and gave it to Barrie. “I’m afraid to go out there and

see what’s happened,” she admitted.
“Me, too, but we have to. If we stick together it won’t be so bad.”
“O.K.”
“Here goes nothing,” Barrie said, opening the door to the barn.
The roar of wind and rain had been unbelievably loud before, but

now it sounded like a freight train bearing down on them. Both women
shone their beams on the ceiling above and saw the trunk of a tree lying
where the rafters had once been. Broken off leaves and twigs lay in the
aisle, and the corrugated iron roof had a huge hole in it.

Without that thin shelter, the rain was pouring in, and it would
be no time before the aisle was flooded with water. The horses were
milling around restlessly, but thankfully the tree had fallen by the exit
and missed their stalls.

Pippa checked the tack room and saw where the top of the fallen
tree had ripped another, much smaller hole through the roof and over
the first stall next to it, which was luckily vacant. She sent up a quick
prayer of thanks that no horse had been harmed.
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“We’ve got to get the saddles out of here!” she cried, watching the
rain pour in. “We’ll put them in the office and hope no more trees come
down.”

“O.K.” Barrie shouted back, “but then we’ve got to figure out what
to do about this torrent of water coming in.”

“Shouldn’t we call Mr. Jones?” Pippa suggested. “If all four of us
work on this maybe we can rig something up until the storm’s over.”

“I’ll call him, if you start shifting the tack.”
Pippa worked as quickly as she could, but was hampered by having

to carry her flashlight between her teeth to see where she was going,
while carrying one heavy saddle after the other. Barrie soon joined her
and half an hour later all the saddles and bridles were piled up in the
office. The grooming kits and other paraphernalia would have to take
their chances. At least the high value items were safe – for the time be-
ing.

While they worked, they tried to ignore the awful noise of the
storm overhead and the crazy amount of water pouring in through the
hole in the aisle roof.

They put a bucket under the tack room hole, which wasn’t so bad,
and added more empty ones in a line beside it. The tree’s foliage was
blocking out a lot of the rain water, unlike in the aisleway.

They didn’t know the two men were at the barn until they walked
through the office into the aisleway, flashlights in hand.

“Hi, ladies, sorry you had to be here for this,” shouted Mr. Jones
above the din.

“Hey, I’m glad we’re all here to fix it,” Pippa cried back.
Mr. Jones highlighted the hole overhead with his torch beam and

shook his head.
“Do you have a ladder here?” Bryce yelled.
“Sure,” Mr. Jones hollered, “what do you have in mind?”
“How about tarps? Have any?”
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“I’ve got the massive ones I put over the loose shavings in the sum-
mer. What are you thinking?”

Bryce ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t have a clear plan yet, but
I’m wondering whether we could cover the holes with the tarps? We
might be able to prevent the water from coming in – and if we’re lucky
we can get it to run back down the roof instead of forming a heavy pool
of water on the tarp that bursts back into the aisle. That’s exactly what
we’re trying to avoid.”

“I don’t have a better plan. How about you ladies?”
“I think that makes a lot of sense,” Pippa shouted.
Barrie agreed. “So do I.”
“Then let’s figure out a way to make this work,” roared Mr. Jones.
“While you’re doing that, maybe Barrie and I can use the wheelbar-

rows to collect the water, and pour it in the wash stall?” Pippa asked,
already on her way to find one.

Barrie followed her, and they placed the barrows under the hole
where they could gather the most water.

Mr. Jones and Bryce had gone in search of the ladder and tarps, dis-
cussing ways to attach them to the rafters.

Pippa called to Barrie, “Maybe we could channel the water that’s al-
ready on the floor into a kind of river to get it to flow to the wash stall?
It would make our lives a lot easier.”

“Good idea! But I wish I’d brought my wellingtons with me!” the
trainer said with feeling. “These paddock boots are getting soaked.”

“At least we’re not wearing slippers!”
“You’re right, it could be worse. Now let’s get a couple of brooms

and see what we can do about this water before it rises above the lip of
the doorways and gets into the horses’ stalls.”

While the wheelbarrows were filling quickly, they each took a
broom and began pushing the water towards the wash stall, flashlights
held between their teeth.
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Progress was slow at first, but gradually they coaxed the liquid into
a forward motion and it moved in one body like a stream to the drain
in the middle of the concrete floor.

“It’s working!” Pippa cried, almost dropping her light from her
mouth into the water.

Barrie removed her flash from between her teeth. “It really is!”
The two of them continued to sweep the rain water along until it

was time to tip out the full wheelbarrows.
The tack room door was left open, so they could check on the buck-

et under the roof hole. It, too, was full. Pippa placed an empty one un-
der it and emptied out the water-filled one.

In the meantime, Mr. Jones and Bryce had found a hammer and
nails. They placed the ladder underneath the rafters around the edges of
the hole, where Bryce, who was the taller of the two, could attach the
tarp to the ceiling.

“Could you make sure the water is being channeled towards the
wash stall,” Pippa shouted up to him, “until you can get it to flow over
the roof ?”

She and Barrie showed them where they’d corralled the water into
a stream that was now flowing into the drain.

“Ingenious!” Bryce said. “We’ll try and keep your system going as
long as we can.”

Finally, the double tarps were attached to the rafters, covering the
hole in the roof. But they couldn’t find a way to guide the rain over the
barn rooftop, so instead they cut out a small opening and caught the in-
coming water in one of the wheelbarrows.

Pippa then suggested Mr. Jones and Bryce cover the hole in the
tack room with a tarp. Once that was done, the water ceased coming
through the ceiling.

Over the next hour, the water in the aisleway continued to be di-
rected to the wash stall, and they managed to prevent it from getting
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into the stalls. But the drain had trouble coping with the sheer volume
and threatened to get backed up.

Mr. Jones, feeling his way under the swirling water, managed to un-
screw the drain cover. Without that hindrance, the water drained away
faster.

The ladder was put away, together with the hammer and nails.
“Great job, everyone!” cried Mr. Jones, “I don’t know about anyone

else, but I need a drink!”
“I second that!” Bryce said.
Pippa cried, “I third it!”
Barrie laughed. “I’m in!”
“O.K. let’s get back to the office. But we’ve got to keep an eye on

that wheelbarrow.”
“Should we time how long it takes to get full?” Pippa asked. “Then

we’ll know how often we should empty it.”
“That’s a smart idea,” said Mr. Jones. “Let’s tip it out and come back

in a few minutes to check it.”
Barrie brought a new wheelbarrow to replace the one under the

tarps, which Pippa emptied out and put on standby.
Mr. Jones opened the door to the office and let the others through.

“Good. We’ll give it three minutes. I’ve brought a bottle of red wine
that needs opening.”

It was now four in the morning and normally Pippa would have
been horrified at the idea of drinking alcohol at such an hour. But this
was no normal situation, and they deserved it after their exertions.

Nevertheless, she brought out the cheese to counteract the effect of
the wine and prevent them all getting too tipsy to take care of the hors-
es.

She kept checking her watch and went back into the aisle after
three minutes. The wheelbarrow was only half full, so she reckoned six
minutes was the maximum they could wait.
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It was going to be tedious, having to empty it out so frequently all
through the night, but there was no alternative.

The array of cheese and the wine bottle were illuminated by an oil
lamp Mr. Jones had placed on the desk. It gave an eerie feel to the room
while at the same time lending an aura of warmth. The light half-lit
everyone’s faces, for they’d switched off their flashlights to conserve the
batteries.

The smell of leather from the piled-up saddles and bridles, plus
the wine diffused Pippa with a sense of well-being and she sat on her
cot feeling relaxed, despite the circumstances. But she was vexed at the
thought of having to empty the wheelbarrow so often and her subcon-
scious was looking for an answer.

“This might sound a bit crazy,” she eventually said, “but what do
you think about using a hose to drain the water from the wheelbarrow
straight to the wash stall? You know, syphon it like when people steal
gas from cars.”

“That’s pure genius, Pippa!” Bryce said. “Why didn’t I think of
that?”

“Did you used to syphon gas out of people’s cars?” Pippa teased.
He gave her a withering look that was only half-serious. “I stand on

the fifth. Come on, let’s get that rigged up now. Then we can all rest a
while longer before starting the day’s chores.”

“How about you and Pippa rig it up?” said Mr. Jones. “I don’t think
you need our help, do you?”

Pippa and Bryce looked at each other and shook their heads.
“We’ve got this,” he said.

They turned on their flashlights and walked out into the aisle. The
noise of rain pounding on the tarps competed with the thundering
crash on the metal roof.

Bryce shone his torch on the tarps. “I hope letting some of the wa-
ter come through will protect the integrity of the rest of the roof – not
to mention the tarps themselves.”
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“Poor Mr. Jones, it’s going to take a lot of work to fix that.”
“But he’s leasing the place, so he’s not responsible for the cost of re-

pairs.”
“That’s good. But it’ll still take a lot of time to get it done.”
“That’s true. Not for nothing is the Low Country’s nickname ‘the

Slow Country.’”
Pippa laughed. “I haven’t heard that one before, but it really fits!”
“Unfortunately.” He shone the light on the rapidly filling wheelbar-

row. “Now how did you envisage syphoning off the water?”
“If we take the hose off the faucet in the wash stall and remove the

nozzle, we could put one end in the barrow and create a vacuum in it to
draw the water out in a constant stream.”

Bryce looked at her dubiously. “And how do we ‘create a vacuum’?”
“I can’t think of any other way than to suck the air out, like for gas

syphoning.”
“So, one of us has to put our mouths over that thing?” He gri-

maced.
“I think so.”
“I think I know a better way. But it does also involve the hose.”
“I’ll get it.”
Pippa fetched the hose and tried to unscrew the nozzle. But it was

on too tightly. Bryce took over. With one twist he loosened it and Pip-
pa was again aware of how much stronger he was than her. It wasn’t a
surprise, but did explain why he was able to control Ivan better than she
could.

Did that mean he was the better contender for her gelding? She
hoped not!

None of that was important right now. She needed to concentrate
on transferring the water out of the wheelbarrow.

“O.K. Can you shine your flashlight on me?” Bryce yelled to her.
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Pippa obliged and watched him submerge both ends of the hose in
the barrow water. He held them down and bubbles floated to the sur-
face, indicating the tubing was filling up.

“I think it’s full. Can you make sure this end stays under water
while I take the other one out?”

Pippa held the hose in the barrow with one hand and, with her
flashlight in the other, trained the beam on Bryce as he squashed down
the other, submerged end. With the tube still closed, he pulled it from
the water and quickly kept it below the level of the wheelbarrow as he
strode quickly to the wash stall.

Still clamping down the end of the hose, he laid it down by the
drain and let go.

Water immediately flowed out of the tubing and Bryce turned to
Pippa, raising a fist. “Yay!” he cried, like a little kid. “It worked!”

He ran over to her with a huge grin. “I’m so glad you thought of
that. I could give you a big hug, but I need you to keep that end un-
der water. I’ll look for something heavy to keep it there then you can let
go.” He pulled his flashlight out of his overalls pocket and disappeared
down the aisle, leaving Pippa unsure what to make of his reaction.

Yet she was enormously pleased to have been helpful and watched
the water steadily flow out of the wheelbarrow at the same rate it was
pouring from the sky through the hole in the tarps.

Bryce returned shortly with a block of wood. “I’ll place this on top
of the hose if you don’t mind continuing to hold it down until we know
this block will do the trick.”

Pippa tried to ignore how he touched her arm while reaching down
with the wooden block and laying it on the metal end of the hose next
to her hand. It was silly and she knew it, but it had a powerful effect on
her.

“I said, you can take your hand away, Pippa!” he was shouting over
the roar of the rain.
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Removing her hand and glad he couldn’t see her blushing in the
dark, she yelled back, “I guess I just got used to holding it down.”

As she let go, Bryce grimaced. “Now comes the second moment of
truth.”

They both stood back to see if the block would hold down the hose
while not impeding the flow of water out of the wheelbarrow.

Pippa wasn’t aware of holding her breath, but when the whole rig
held up and water continued pumping without their help, she let out a
gasp.

“Wow!” she cried, “this really works!”
“It sure does. See what teamwork can do?” He smiled at her – a

genuinely pleased expression.
Pippa laughed. “Go us!” she cried happily. What a shame they

would go back to being deadly rivals in a few days. She was getting to
like this man – yet reminded herself that she wouldn’t ever have met
him if it hadn’t been for his interest in Ivan.

“Mr. Jones will be very glad,” Bryce bellowed. “That’s one chore that
will get done without any help from us.”

He held the office door open for her. The reduction in sound level
in there was significant, even though the rain continued to beat heavily
on the roof and the wind gusts whistled as menacingly as ever.

“Success!” Bryce said as they entered the room. “Pippa’s idea was
brilliant. The water is flowing out of the wheelbarrow very nicely to the
wash stall drain by itself.”

“That’s great! Thank you, Pippa, for the smart idea. Come and get
some coffee to warm you up. It’ll be light in an hour and we’ll need all
our energy to go through another day of indoor horse chores.”

“Isn’t the storm supposed to be over by 3 o’clock this afternoon?”
Barrie asked, looking hopefully at her watch.

“Yes,” Mr. Jones said, “but the paddocks will be flooded for quite a
while yet, so we can’t turn the horses out for at least one more day.”
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“Does that mean walking them up and down the aisle again?” Pip-
pa asked.

“It sure does. I suggest we all take the same horses as yesterday.” He
was pouring coffee into two mugs and looked at Pippa.

“I know, I know,” she said, aware of the pain in her palms. “Bryce
gets to take Ivan and I’ll take Manny.”

“Actually, I thought I’d take Ivan.” He turned to Bryce. “That O.K.
by you?” He handed Pippa and him a mug each.

“Absolutely, I think that’s very fair.” He smiled at Pippa, who nod-
ded.

“Good! Should I change those dressings?”
“Thanks, that’s O.K. I’ll do it.”
“Well then, Barrie, now it’s our turn to do something useful.” Mr.

Jones and the instructor rose from their seats. “You two come out when
you’ve recovered from your hard work.”

“Will do,” Bryce said.
Pippa pulled out the first aid kit.
“Can I help?” Bryce asked, as he watched her undo the bandages

around her palms.
It was silly to hesitate over accepting his aid. “That would be great,”

she said.
“Wow, that’s pretty nasty!” he remarked when the dressings came

off.
“That’s one lesson I won’t forget!” she said.
“It happens to all of us. I could tell you a lot of stories about the

dumb things I’ve done around horses.”
She smiled, finding it hard to believe he’d ever made a mistake

around horses, as together they cleaned up her wounds and applied
new bandages over both her palms.

While she put the first aid kit back, Bryce poured them both some
coffee. Soon Pippa was cradling her mug and staring absentmindedly
at the tiled floor, thinking once more that she may have misjudged the
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dressage rider and how sorry she was that they were soon to be at odds
again.

“Penny for your thoughts?” Bryce asked, sitting opposite her.
He caught off guard. “Oh, nothing, I was just daydreaming. A con-

sequence of waking up so early, I guess.”
“Pity. I was hoping you were wishing we didn’t have to do battle

over Ivan when things get back to normal around here.”
Pippa’s face went crimson.
“Because,” he continued, “even if that’s not what you’re thinking, I

definitely am.”
She smiled, then asked, “You know what you said before, about

contact lenses?”
“Sure, what do you want to know?”
“Do you think they’re better than laser surgery?”
“That’s a question I can only answer for myself, not anyone else. I’ve

often thought about it, but I know enough people for whom it went
wrong, and one of them even went blind in one eye. I’d rather be short-
sighted and able to see through both my eyes than have one with per-
fect sight and one that didn’t work at all.”

“When you put it that way, it’s a no brainer!”
“But there are plenty of people who’ve benefited from it.”
“Just the risk of anything going wrong is enough to put me off.”
“That’s how I view it, too.”
“Then what type of lenses do you recommend?”
“I like the soft hydrophilic ones that I change out every month.

Well, I’m supposed to, but they can go for two months.”
“A way of saving money?”
“You got it. Why buy something you don’t need?”
Pippa had a nasty feeling that they had somehow come back to

Ivan. Was he asking her to dig deep and see if she really needed the
chestnut?
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Bryce narrowed his eyes. “That wasn’t an oblique reference to Ivan.
I wasn’t suggesting that you don’t need him. I actually think the right
horse would be a wonderful investment for you.”

She met his eyes squarely. “I notice you said ‘the right horse,’ not
Ivan.”

“I think even you believe the jury’s out on whether he is the right
horse, Pippa. You’ve seen he can be too much horse for you.”

“But he’s normally very well behaved,” she said.
“So are all the horses in this barn, as far as I can see. It’s the times

they misbehave when we need to have the tools – and the strength – to
still be in charge and not let them run us over.”

Pippa sighed. “I guess I’ve proved I’m not able to control him when
he’s being naughty.”

“Some of it is a matter of technique.”
“Like when you put your elbow into his neck to make him bend to-

wards you?”
“Yes, exactly. But it also takes an element of strength. A smaller

horse would be easier for you to manage.”
“I take it you mean Manny. Is that why you were asking Mr. Jones if

he was for sale?”
“Truth be told, yes. I think he would be the perfect horse for you.”
Pippa couldn’t stop herself from pouting like a two-year-old who’s

been told that she can’t play with matches because they’ll burn her, but
she is allowed a flashlight.

“Manny doesn’t have the same potential as Ivan, but if you’ve still
set your heart on Ivan and have the money by the end of the month, I
won’t stand in your way. I can buy Manny and turn him into a very de-
cent dressage horse.”

Stunned, Pippa didn’t know how to respond. Her arch rival was
caving in! Then why didn’t she feel exhilarated? She should be doing
cartwheels, yet felt a bizarre sense of being let down.
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It was weird. She was being handed on a platter what she’d wanted
for so long, yet wasn’t jumping at the chance.

What was wrong with her? Was she one of those people who could
never be happy?

Bryce leaned towards her and the lamp on the desk lit up the strong
features of his face. “What’s up? I thought that was what you wanted
more than anything in the world?”

“I don’t know,” she answered truthfully. “I thought I wanted Ivan
more than I could ever want anything, too. But somehow, now that
you’re willing to let me have him, I’m not sure I should want him.” She
eyed him with sudden suspicion. “Wait a minute! You’re practicing re-
verse psychology on me, aren’t you? You knew that if you said I could
have him, I’d feel bad about taking him from you and let you have him.”

Instead of looking embarrassed, as though caught in a lie, Bryce
laughed uproariously. “You’re an enigma, Pippa! I’m not practicing
anything of the sort.”

“No?” She wasn’t convinced.
“Absolutely not. First of all, I think that Ivan would be as happy

with you as with me. Just because I’m able to bring out his full potential
as a dressage horse doesn’t mean that he wants to be a top-level dressage
horse – as you once said.

“Second, I’ve had a lot of wonderful horses to ride. Yes, I’d love the
chance to train Ivan, but I don’t want to rob you of the one horse you’ve
set your heart on.”

“I’m confused. I thought you had to have Ivan to build up your
business again?”

“It’s a wonderful opportunity for me to buy a great horse at a good
price. But I can keep looking for another bargain – or, as I said, buy
Manny and see what I can achieve with him. Either way, I don’t want to
ruin your riding career in order to further mine.”

It was Pippa’s turn to laugh. “What riding career?”
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“You sell yourself too short. You have much more talent than you
realize, but you’re your own worst enemy. You need more faith in your-
self.”

She could feel tears coming, unable to recall a single time anyone
had encouraged her in the one thing she really wanted to be good at.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make you cry.” Bryce’s voice expressed
real concern, which made her want to cry even more. It was so unex-
pected.

She removed her glasses, for the drops from her eyes were covering
the lenses.

Bryce reached for a tissue from the box on the desk and handed it
to her.

“Stop!” she cried, laughing and wiping her spectacles, “you’re
killing me with kindness!”

“Profuse apologizes,” he replied, grinning. “I’m not used to being
accused of that, I can assure you.”

Pippa looked at him sideways. Returning his grin and putting her
glasses back on her nose, she felt the strong urge to pose him a very per-
sonal question.

“Bryce, it must have been awfully hard when your fiancée left you,
just as everything in your business life was falling apart. But none of it
seems to have dented your confidence. How do you do it?”

With that grin she knew so well, he said, “I’m glad I come across as
confident.”

“You do. I even thought you were very arrogant when I first met
you.”

“Now that’s the Bryce most people would describe to you, especial-
ly in the days when everything was going well for me.”

“What do you mean?”
“Only that pride comes before a fall, and I’ve come to recognize

that I was very proud, which left me nowhere to go except down, if I
didn’t introduce a little humility into my life.”
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Without thinking, Pippa said, “But God had to do it for you?”
“Ah, a fellow believer! Yes, He did. At times I felt like Job, with the

big difference being that Job had followed all God’s commandments
and I didn’t. I deserved everything that befell me and I knew it. Al-
though I admit I did go through a long period of self-pity, so don’t
think my confidence didn’t take a big dent. It most certainly did.”

“Thank you for being so honest. It really helps.”
“Then I’m glad.” He peered more closely at her. “So, what’s dented

your self-confidence?”
Pippa was about to tell him when the door opened, and Mr. Jones

asked, “When are you slackers going to come out here and help?”
With a self-conscious laugh, the two slackers rose and joined him

in the barn.
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Chapter Eleven: The Skies Clear

Thursday, November 18th

There was no opportunity to continue their conversation
that day.

The horses were annoyed at staying in for so long and some of
them tried to barge through the doorway when their stalls were being
cleaned. Manny was one of those who stood demurely eating hay and
allowed Pippa to do her job without any sign of misbehaving. She was
very grateful to him for that.

According to the weather apps on their phones, the wind was ex-
pected to die down around midday and by 3 p.m. the storm would have
truly blown over. They couldn’t wait – this situation was getting old!

Things went more slowly than yesterday, since the wheelbarrow
catching the ceiling water had to stay in place and they only had the
other one for cleaning all the stalls. It was 10 a.m. by the time they were
done and time to take the horses out for their walk up and down the
aisle.

“It would be nice if we groomed them, too,” Pippa said. “I think it
would make them feel more comfortable.”

“Spoken like a true horseperson,” Bryce said. “What do you think,
Jim – Barrie?”

Barrie nodded and Mr. Jones said, “Sure. Let’s groom the same ones
that we take for a walk.”

Pippa was happy with that idea as Bryce wouldn’t be handling Ivan:
that was Mr. Jones’ job.
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They each led their designated horses up and down the aisle several
times – with Ivan acting up – then began grooming them.

Pippa started with Manny, brushing his dark brown neck with long
even strokes. She found the activity soothing and enjoyed watching the
bay horse transition from avidly eating his hay, as if she didn’t exist, to
standing with head low and eyes closed, savoring the feel of the brush
over his body.

He didn’t mind her cleaning his stifle area above the hock, where
Ivan was always a bit ticklish. She had to be careful with the chestnut,
but this horse didn’t care where she groomed. Manny’s calmness
washed over her, too, and she realized how comfortable she was with
him.

But she’d never ridden him and didn’t like trying out new horses.
She knew Ivan and felt secure on him. How could she be sure she’d feel
the same on this gelding?

Yet deep down she knew Manny was just as safe, if not safer, than
Ivan.

In the two years since Pippa had been taking lessons, she hadn’t
been invited to take Ivan out on the long trails winding around the
plantation. She assumed this was because she wasn’t a good enough rid-
er, but supposing it had more to do with Ivan not being trustworthy out
of the arena?

Her mind went back to her conversation with Bryce this morning,
and her sudden confusion when he offered to back out of the race for
the big gelding. It was still hard to be sure he wasn’t playing mind tricks,
but her gut told her he was being honest.

If so, that meant he thought Manny had potential, too. Maybe not
as much as Ivan, but if she owned him instead of Bryce, would that mat-
ter? Another thought occurred to her: Manny might cost less. Maybe
she could buy him without taking out that loan?

But she was getting ahead of herself. She hadn’t even ridden the bay
yet.
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O.K., she decided, I’ll have a few rides on Manny and see how I get
on with him. Maybe I could take him on a trail ride? Maybe Bryce could
come with me on Ivan, so I can see how Ivan behaves off the property?

Pleased with this plan, she pulled out a treat. The little bay woke up
and turned his head, ears pricked forwards.

“Here you are, Manny, you’ve been a really good boy for me these
past few days.”

The Welsh Cross gently took the treat out of her hand. While he
was chewing it, Pippa admired his slightly dished face – signs of distant
Arab blood – and his wide forehead. When she held his bushy forelock
to one side, in place of Ivan’s long blaze she saw a diamond shaped star
which gave him a noble appearance.

With his pretty face and two white socks, Pippa appreciated how
good-looking he was.

“You’re just different from Ivan. That’s not a bad thing,” she added,
not to upset the horse – as absurd as that sounded – then realized she
meant it.

By the time she finished grooming, she was excited about being
able to ride him and compare him to Ivan. She looked forward to being
able to go out on the trails finally.

“You alright in there?” Mr. Jones was standing outside Manny’s
stall. “You’re giving that horse a really thorough brushing!”

Pippa smiled. “He’s a good horse, he deserves it.”
“Yes, he is.”
“What’s he like out on the trails?”
“The same as here. He’s a very steady horse.”
“What about Ivan? Is he steady off the property?”
Mr. Jones frowned. “Why do you ask?”
“It’s just that no one’s suggested I take him on a trail ride, and I

wondered if that’s because he’s a bit difficult to control?”
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“I’d definitely say he’s not as easy as Manny. Do you want to try
him? I could have someone ride Manny out with you. He has a calming
influence on other horses.”

Pippa thought for a moment before answering. “This is going to
sound a bit weird, but supposing Bryce rides Ivan and I take Manny?”

Mr. Jones raised his eyebrows. “Are you sure that’s what you want?
I thought you were trying to keep Bryce away from ‘your’ horse?” He
drew air quotation marks around the word.

Pippa reddened. “I do and I don’t.” She wanted to tell him that
Bryce had offered to concede the fight. But it struck her he might not
want Mr. Jones to know – yet. “It’s a bit complicated,” she added lame-
ly.

“I think I know what the complications might be,” Mr. Jones said,
tapping the side of his nose.

“No, it’s not like that!” Pippa was horrified. “It’s because I’ve expe-
rienced Ivan’s strong side, and I need to be sure he’s the right horse for
me, that’s all.”

Mr. Jones looked unconvinced. “If you say so.” He smiled. “We’ll
see if Bryce is O.K. with the plan and set you up just as soon as the
weather is better and the flooding recedes.”

“Thank you, Mr. Jones.” She turned back to Manny.
“Don’t forget your other horses need attention, too.”
“I won’t.”
When the ex-jockey walked away Pippa blushed again. What did

he mean by ‘thinking he saw the complications’? Did he suspect she was
interested in Bryce? Or even that he might be interested in her? How
absurd!

She put her arms round Manny’s neck and leaned into his warm
body. He really did have a calming effect, and she needed that right
now. So many different thoughts were swirling through her head and
this sweet bay horse somehow grounded her with his steady presence
and soft hide.
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“Thank you, Manny, you’re just what I need right now.”
Maybe she could have her next lesson on him?
However, that was a little while off. The pastures and arena had to

dry out and then there was the problem of fixing the roof. She shouldn’t
get excited just yet.

She moved onto grooming her next three horses then joined the
others in the office for a late lunch of cheese and fruit, potato chips and
coffee. While they were sitting around the desk, tired from their morn-
ing’s work and getting up so early, Pippa noticed something.

“Hey, everybody, listen!” She pointed to the roof. “There’s hardly
any noise out there and the rain has stopped.”

“Wow, you’re right!” Barrie cried.
Bryce got up and opened the door to the outside. “I don’t believe it,

I can stand here without bracing against the wind and getting soaked.”
The other three joined him and it was just as he had said.
Mr. Jones scratched his head. “This is good news, but now I have to

handle the tree that fell.”
“Woo-hoo!” Pippa yelled, flinging her arms into the air. “We can

get back to riding!” She quickly qualified her statement. “Soon, that is.”
“Let’s check out the paddocks,” Mr. Jones said. “Then we can decide

how long before the horses can be turned out again.”
They walked around the property to assess the damage and the wa-

ter level. A couple of pecan trees had fallen on the fence of one pad-
dock, and another was leaning precariously, threatening to come down
in the middle of the pasture.

All the grass was under water and Mr. Jones commented, “This will
take a good two days to seep back into the ground.”

Bryce said, “The far arena doesn’t look too bad. I bet that’ll drain
by the end of tomorrow.”

“I do hope you’re right,” Barrie said. “We need life to get back to
normal as soon as possible.”
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Or back to the new normal, thought Pippa, with Bryce and me trying
to agree on Ivan.

The idea of riding on the trails inspired her to get on Manny, just
for the fun of it. It’s good to ride different horses, she reminded herself.

Mr. Jones groaned when he inspected the huge pecan tree that had
fallen on the barn.

“Oh, my Goodness!” Barrie exclaimed, “that’s a lot of damage!”
“I just hope I can persuade the plantation powers that be to hurry

up and get it fixed,” Mr. Jones said. “It’s going to get worse the longer
it’s left like this.”

“Now we’re not getting the volume of rain, we could put a third
tarp over the gap we left,” Bryce said. “That should hold up against any
normal rainfall until they get the roof mended.”

“That would be a smart move,” agreed Mr. Jones.
“I know the paddocks are waterlogged, but these pathways aren’t

too bad.” Pippa pointed to the ground they were standing on. “Do you
think we could lead the horses around outside today? It would make a
change for them.”

Mr. Jones nodded his head, but very slowly. “That should work, but
we need to be careful – most of them are going to be nutcases.”

“Including Ivan?” Pippa looked at him.
“Especially Ivan.”
“Might it be useful to give the ones we know will be, shall we say,

enthusiastic about getting out of the barn, something to help them
calm down?” Bryce suggested.

“For everyone’s safety, I agree,” Mr. Jones said. He shook his head.
“Looking at that roof is too depressing. Let’s get some coffee and dis-
cuss a roster of horses to take out plus which ones will need extra calm-
ing.”

Since she didn’t know all the horses well, Pippa made the coffee
for all of them while Barrie, Mr. Jones and Bryce – who didn’t know
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the horses but did know how to deal with rambunctious equines – sat
around the desk drawing up the walking roster.

Thinking out loud, Pippa said, “I guess we could start each horse
by walking him or her down the aisle a couple of times before we take
them outside. The barn doors will be open, so they’ll get a taste of fresh
air while they do something they’re used to.”

“That makes a great deal of sense,” Bryce said.
“That’s a very sensible idea, Pippa. But maybe we should make sure

we can open the barn doors?” said Mr. Jones. “It occurs to me they may
be jammed.”

Mr. Jones’ prediction proved partially correct. The double doors at
the far end of the barn were indeed stuck and an inspection of the out-
side showed the wind had warped the top of one door and the base of
the other. They could no longer glide along their tracks.

The wind had been kinder to the other doors by where the tree had
fallen onto the roof. They opened smoothly.

“Of course, it would be the end of the aisle where the horses have to
walk under the tarp!” Mr. Jones said.

“Sure,” said Pippa, “but they’ve been walking near it this whole
time. I bet with the lure of open space beyond they’ll be easy to lead
through.”

Bryce looked at her quizzically. “You know horses better than you
think.”

She tried hard not to blush at this praise, but failed and nervously
pushed her glasses up her nose.

Barrie stated, as if Bryce hadn’t said anything, “That’s very true,
Pippa, we needn’t worry about it. And in any case, until the other doors
are fixed, we’ll have to lead the horses underneath there for quite a
while. One way or the other they’ll end up getting used to it.”

“What you’re all saying is that I shouldn’t stress about a little thing
like a massive gash in the roof ?” Mr. Jones said, a small smile playing
round the edges of his mouth.

100 HILARY WALKER



Bryce laughed. “Yup, Jim, that’s exactly it.”
“O.K. then, back to coffee and our roster.”
Because Manny and Ivan had been led up and down the aisle past

each other already, it was decided that those two should be paired off.
Pippa agreed to lead Manny with Bryce taking Ivan.

“If he’s going with Manny, do you really think Ivan needs anything
to calm him down?” Bryce asked Mr. Jones.

“It’s up to you. If you think you can manage him without, that’s
what I would prefer. I’m not in favor of tranquillizing unless it’s really
necessary.”

“Let me try without. The sedative can be a backup.”
They decided that Pippa and Bryce should start with their two

horses, and when they led them outside, Barrie and Mr. Jones would
walk their two up and down the aisle before taking them outdoors. The
hope was that the more horses being hand-walked together, the better
they would behave.

“Alright, you two,” said Mr. Jones, “good luck!”
Bryce grinned. “No luck needed.”
Pippa noticed him put a chain lead over Ivan’s nose before getting

him out of his stall, and was glad she didn’t have to do that to Manny.
Five minutes later they were leading their horses up and down the aisle.
The little bay walked nonchalantly beside his handler, ignoring the ex-
cited attempts by Ivan to trot – or even canter – next to Bryce.

Even when Ivan was prancing towards him, Manny paid no atten-
tion, instead showing a slight interest in the horses whose stalls he was
going by when they whinnied at him.

Bryce was using that strong elbow of his to force Ivan to bend
sideways, making it difficult for the horse to gather momentum. Pippa
could see it was hard work and knew she’d never have been able to man-
age the horse under these conditions.

She was confident that it was safe to take Manny out of the barn,
but it looked like Ivan needed more time to settle.
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So, she was surprised when Bryce said, as the two horses passed
each other in the aisleway, “Let’s see what this guy does out in the open,
shall we?”

“O – kay,” she replied, dubious this was a good idea. She didn’t
want Bryce getting hurt. In fact, she realized, I really, really don’t want
him to get injured.

“Do you mind taking Manny first? I’ll follow.”
Pippa nodded and confidently led her horse under the tarps and

out into the parking lot. This wasn’t the regular route to the paddocks,
but with the other barn doors being closed they had no choice.

Manny’s ears pricked forwards and he stepped out into the fresh air
with only a slight increase in speed and Pippa easily kept up with him.

The little bay looked at the cars lined along the edge with vague in-
terest and his handler patted him gently on the neck. “You’re a good
boy, Manny. We should probably stop here and make sure Ivan is being
good, too.”

Holding the horse loosely, she turned around to see how Bryce was
faring.

Ivan appeared about to explode, and Bryce was forced to yank on
the chain several times as the horse threatened to rear with pent up en-
ergy. “Hey, buddy, you’re not in charge here!”

She was impressed with how unperturbed the man was at this be-
havior. He put his money where his mouth was when it came to not
taking a horse’s bad manners personally. It was obvious he was employ-
ing the tools he’d used many times before in similar situations, totally
confident they would work.

“Thanks for stopping, Pippa. This guy’s pretty keen to catch up
with you!” He turned to the horse. “Let’s keep it civilized, huh?” To her
he said, “O.K. we’ll try and follow you more slowly.”

Grateful that Manny wasn’t bothered by Ivan’s pranks, Pippa
stroked the bay’s neck and led him forwards. Behind her she heard
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Bryce’s voice calmly say, “You can do this, Ivan. Just concentrate, bud-
dy.”

She walked briskly beside the Welsh Cross, figuring that if Ivan
could stretch his long legs out, he might settle faster. It seemed to work;
over the next few minutes she heard less “Whoa!” from Bryce and more
“There’s a good man.”

After five minutes had elapsed, Bryce called out, “Could you stop a
second, please? I’d like to see if this guy will walk beside Manny like a
gentleman.”

“Sure!” Pippa had no problem halting the gelding, and Bryce came
alongside him to her right.

He smiled at her, over Manny’s thick mane. “Shall we?”
They moved forwards in a smart walk and it was no time at all be-

fore the two horses and humans were moving in sync.
Bryce commented, “This is doing Ivan a lot of good. He’s enjoying

this.”
“Manny, too,” Pippa said. “It must be hard for them to be cooped

up in their stalls for so long.”
“And it’s good for these two to learn to walk next to each other. Mr.

Jones told me about your idea to take Manny on a trail ride and bring
Ivan along to see how he is outside the arena. I think it makes a lot of
sense.”

“I figured it was smarter for Ivan to be ridden by a more competent
rider than me, so I can watch him without worrying about controlling
him. I trust Manny to behave. I mean, look how he’s been throughout
this whole deal. He’s an absolute angel.”

Bryce gave a wry laugh. “Compared to this horse!” They walked
along for a few seconds, then he said, “Would you have any objections
if I were the rider who took Ivan out with you?”

“Why would I? You know how to handle him when he’s feeling full
of himself.”
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“Great. Then I suggest we both ride in the arena first, so you can
get used to Manny and I can remind Ivan how to behave under saddle
again, then we can take them out either that day or the next, depending
on how we feel.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Pippa peered over the bushy mane and smiled.
Looking ahead and occasionally scratching Ivan on his shoulders

with a word of praise, Bryce opened another topic. “We got interrupted
this morning when I asked you what had dented your confidence. I
don’t mean to pry, but since you know what happened to me, are you
willing to tell me?”

Pippa gave a big sigh. “I’d much rather not – “
“Then don’t worry about it.”
“But you were strong enough to share your story with us, so I need

to do the same. I’ll probably feel better after I do. It’s just that it’s so em-
barrassing.”

“Tell me about it! But the more we hide our embarrassment, the
more it festers and grows within us. Being open diminishes the power
it has to shame us and hold us back. At least that’s been my experience.”

“Has it stopped hurting so much since you shared it?”
“Most definitely. And I’ve come to realize that all of us have some

deeply painful experience that eats away at us inside, and will only be
healed by scrutinizing it, learning from it, then moving on.” He glanced
at her. “Does that make any sense?”

“I guess,” Pippa said reluctantly.
“But it’s entirely up to you. I don’t want to pressure you.”
She’d not spoken to anyone about her past since moving to the is-

land, and had become so used to keeping her awful secret to herself that
it was hard to let go of it now, even after hearing Bryce’s humiliating
tale.

But would she ever get the chance again to share her deeply hurtful
story with a person who truly understood how she felt? It was ironic
that the one human being giving her that opportunity should be the
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same man who was trying to take away the one thing that meant more
to her than anything else in the world.

Yet even as she told herself that, she wondered whether Ivan might
no longer be so important to her after all. But what or who could take
his place?

You’re deliberately avoiding having to answer Bryce.
I know, but it’s such a leap of faith. Supposing he breaks trust with me

and blabs to everyone else?
Does he strike you as that kind of person?
Well, he had no problem telling us about his situation.
But are you happy with the way things are now?
Duh – no!
Do you think that continuing to hide your hurt is going to make you

happier in the future?
I guess not.
You do know what the definition of insanity is, don’t you?
Yes, yes!
So, what do you have to lose by confiding in Bryce?
It’s scary.
Life is scary – it’s putting one foot in front of the other and daring to

dare.
Alright already! I’ll do it.
“Are you angry with me?” Bryce’s voice cut into her inner dialogue.

“If I’ve done something to upset you, I apologize.”
This flustered Pippa. “No, no! You haven’t done anything. I’ve been

having a stern talk with myself.”
“Looks like you were pretty harsh on yourself. I have those conver-

sations all the time. Who won – did you, or did you?”
She laughed. “Oh, I did.”
“The question is, which ‘I’?”
“The I that’s telling the cowardly me to take a leap of faith and tell

you what happened – with the huge proviso that you don’t tell anyone
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else. I don’t yet have the guts to face other people knowing. I’m not as
courageous as you are.”

“Maybe not yet, but you will be. I didn’t tell anyone about my fi-
ancée ditching me for several months after it happened. It made me
look like a real loser. I looked stupid enough already with having lost
my whole business in one fell swoop because I’d been dumb enough to
put all my eggs in one basket. I should have made sure I had other hors-
es to ride besides Lord Bridges’. Then I wouldn’t have been in such a
ridiculous position. It really hurt, knowing I only had myself to blame.”

“But surely you don’t see yourself as responsible for your fiancée
leaving you?”

Bryce thought a moment, as they both walked in step with the
horses. “It’s a good question. I did see it all as my fault in the beginning.
You know, ‘there’s something terribly wrong with me and she wouldn’t
have left me in my hour of need if there hadn’t been a big flaw in my
personality that she couldn’t handle.’

“But then I had one of those conversations with myself that you’ve
just had, where I tried to look at the situation from the opposite side.”

“You mean, what was wrong with her?”
“Yeah, kind of. I asked myself whether I might have picked the

wrong woman and that losing the horses and my business had been an
essential way of finding that out before we were married. I came to see
that it was God’s way of humbling me at the same time as letting me
know the truth about my fiancée. As I once said to a friend of mine who
was getting cold feet about his upcoming wedding: You need to be as
sure as you can be, because it’s a lot easier to get un-engaged than it is
to get unmarried.’”

“What did he decide?” asked Pippa, reddening. Some well-mean-
ing jerk must have had the same conversation with her fiancé before
their wedding date, too.

“He said that he was 95% sure, but very afraid that his bride-to-be
had unrealistic expectations of him that he couldn’t fulfill.”
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“So, did he break up with her, or marry her anyway?”
“He broke up with her – kinda sorta.”
“What do you mean?” Pippa was hating this guy as much as she’d

hated Tony for what he did to her. And what did that say about Bryce?
“This sounds really bad – and it is really bad. He took the coward’s

way out and just didn’t show up at his own wedding.”
“What! He didn’t tell his fiancée that he’d changed his mind?

Didn’t even tell his parents or any of his friends what he was going to
do?”

“Nope.”
“What a heel!” Pippa fumed. “And that’s being polite about it.”
“I think that’s about the meanest thing you can do to anyone,”

Bryce agreed.
Her head felt light, as if she was about to pass out. “How do you

feel about the part you played in all this?”
“Awful, just awful. I didn’t know his bride-to-be – we weren’t that

close – but I can’t imagine how hurt she felt, or how her life turned
out after that. But I do hope she found someone more worthwhile than
Tony.”

Pippa stopped leading Manny and stared dumbly at the ground.
“Are you talking about Tony Beckett?”

Bryce halted Ivan and stared at her. “Yes. You know him? Do you
know the woman he jilted?”

Feeling faint, she pulled herself together and took a deep breath.
“Yes, I do. I actually know her very well. Tony told her that he was in
love with another woman. He didn’t say any of the other stuff about
being afraid to live up to her expectations. She’s out there thinking she
wasn’t good enough for him and that he’d found someone better.”

“Are you still in touch with her? Could you maybe tell her that
what he told her isn’t true?”

“I’ll see. But did he ever marry?”
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“Like I said, we were never close friends. But from what I can tell
on Facebook, he’s still single and I don’t think I did either of them any
favors with my so-called advice.”

Pippa was silent.
Bryce said, “But enough about me, you were going to talk about

your situation.”
She shook her head. “I don’t feel like it any more. But if I can get in

touch with Tony’s ex-fiancée, could you message him through his Face-
book page?”

He raised his eyebrows. “I can try. What do you want me to say?”
“Ask him if he regrets his decision to desert her, and does he want

them to get back together again?”
“You sound like you’re really close to her.”
“Yes, I am,” was all she would say. She desperately needed time

alone to process what she’d just found out. Was this good news or bad
news for her?

But one thing was for sure: she was hopping mad at Bryce!
“Time to take the horses back,” she said crisply.
“Boy, I really did myself no favors telling you about Tony, did I?”
“What you did was despicable.”
“I’m sorry. I thought I was doing the best thing for my friend. And

between you and me, I think that any man who is so weak that he has
to lie to his fiancée about the real reason for his decision and weasels
out of the wedding at the eleventh hour, isn’t worthy of her. So, while
you’re busy being angry with me, perhaps you could still let your friend
know that?”

“Fine!” Pippa snapped.
“And let me apologize for his behavior on behalf of the rest of us

men who’d never dream of being so cowardly.”
On hearing this, she took another deep breath.
“You clearly think we’re all cut from the same cloth,” Bryce said,

“but I can assure you we aren’t.”
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“If you say so. Come on, Manny, time to go back.” She strode pur-
posefully in front of Bryce and Ivan, hoping she’d make the chestnut so
mad he’d drag the horrible man along the ground in his haste to follow
the Welsh Cross. Over her shoulder she said, “Let me know what Tony
says,” and put the little gelding back in his stall.

“What’s up with her?” she heard Mr. Jones ask Bryce.
“I’m not sure, but I hope to get to the bottom of it.”
“Shame. You two seemed to be getting along really well.”
“Yeah – I’m sorry about it, too.”
Mr. Jones clapped Bryce on the back. “Women, eh?”
She noticed that Bryce didn’t make some silly male chauvinistic

comment back. Instead he shook his head ruefully.
Perhaps he really was sorry about what he’d done?
Part of her wanted to believe that, but her other side – the cowardly

one that had been afraid to confide in him – had proved right not to
fall for temptation. She shuddered to think how much worse she’d be
feeling now if she had gone ahead and told him everything!

But where did this leave her?
First, she was mollified to know that Tony hadn’t been two-timing

her as he’d said. Second, she was glad it wasn’t all his idea to break it off.
But – and it was a big but – he’d let himself get talked out of the

wedding and had acted like a lowdown coward. That she could never
forgive him for.

And how did she feel about Bryce? If she hadn’t met him, she
wouldn’t have discovered the real reason why Tony left her.

Yet if she hadn’t met him, she wouldn’t be having to fight for Ivan.
Or having to wonder whether Ivan was the right horse for her, which
was becoming increasingly the case.

These bewildering thoughts swarmed in her head as she took the
next horse out of his stall.

Mr. Jones had the smarts to get Barrie to walk a horse with Pippa,
since things were clearly awkward with Bryce. They only had to take
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their animals up and down the aisle once to know they would behave,
and led them underneath the sagging blue tarps and out through the
barn entrance.

When they were clear of the cars and walking the horses along the
asphalt paths round the property, Barrie asked Pippa if anything was
wrong? “You look so angry,” she commented. “Did something happen
with you and Bryce out there earlier?”

Pippa sorely wanted to tell her to mind her own business and leave
her to her thoughts. What she really needed was to go home and sit
with a large glass of red wine to mull over today’s new information.

But that would have to wait. For now, she put on a false smile and
told Barrie she was fine, thank you, just thinking about something.

“Must be a pretty serious something,” Barrie quipped.
Resisting the urge to snap at her, Pippa smiled even more blandly.

“Yes, it is,” and continued walking beside the petite roan mare.
Barrie took the hint and stopped trying to weasel any more infor-

mation out of her.
Next it was Mr. Jones who walked a horse with her, and Pippa sus-

pected that they were taking turns with the crazy lady who’d been good
tempered until a short while ago and was suddenly fuming.

When their afternoon chores were done Pippa wanted to go home!
But they were all in this together – oh, joy! – so she’d have to eat dinner
with them, then Barrie was coming back to her house.

Would she ever get time to herself ?
And how should she deal with the plan for Bryce to ride Ivan on

the trails with her on Manny? She decided to ask Barrie tonight if she
would do it.
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Chapter Twelve: Decisions, Decisions

E vening of Thursday, November 18th

Dinner was a sparse affair. Food supplies were running low,
and the four of them were tired of eating the same thing.

Bryce asked Pippa, “Do you know whether the stores will be open
soon?”

She didn’t want to talk to him, but the question was of concern to
them all. Addressing the group without looking at him, she said, “I can
only speak for Balios Foods, but our staff left the county to comply with
the evacuation order. They won’t be back until it’s lifted – and I suspect
the other stores are in the same boat.”

“If the evacuation only applied to Beaufort, then maybe we can find
an open store in the next county?” Barrie reasoned.

Mr. Jones said, “Some variety as well as quantity would be very wel-
come.”

“I’ll check online.” Pippa pulled out her phone.
There was an email from her boss at headquarters confirming what

she’d already told everyone. No staff was to return until the evacuation
order was lifted.

However, she did discover that a small local grocery store had
stayed open throughout the storm. Underneath a photo of Mr. and
Mrs. Richards on their webpage were written the words, ‘People on the
island still have to eat!’

An updated photo posted two hours ago showed damage to the
building, but the intrepid couple stood outside their collapsed porch,

111



pointing to a side entrance. ‘We’re still open!’ a smiling Mr. Richards
was quoted as saying.

“Richards General Store is open from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m.” Pippa said.
“Maybe you and I could run by there this evening, Barrie?”

“Sure. It’ll be nice not to eat cheese for a while.”
“I second that,” Bryce agreed.
“Let’s make a grocery wish list,” Barrie continued, “we may not be

able to find everything on it, but we’ll try. Mr. Jones, what would you
like?”

Everyone named their hoped-for items and Barrie typed them into
her phone.

Once their meagre meal was finished, it was already 7 p.m. and Mr.
Jones suggested Pippa and Barrie go now to do the shopping. He pulled
a couple of hundred-dollar bills from his wallet. “This should cover it.
Consider it thanks for your help over the past few days. The three of
you have been invaluable.”

Barrie took the money. “We appreciate it, Mr. Jones.”
“Thank you,” said Pippa.
The two men were staying one last night at the barn, and Barrie

wished them both a good night. Pippa wished Mr. Jones a good night,
blatantly ignoring Bryce.

When they got into the Mini, she was glad Barrie didn’t immedi-
ately remark on her coldness towards the dressage master. Only after
they’d returned to her house and were unpacking the shopping did she
bring up the sore subject.

“Won’t you tell me what the matter is between you and Bryce? The
atmosphere at the barn is becoming really tense.” Barrie sighed. “You
don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to, but you’d better sort it out
with him very soon.”

“It’s not that easy,” Pippa replied defensively. “He told me some-
thing upsetting that I need to process – in private.”
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“Then I’ll retire to bed and give you space to work it through.
Good night, Pippa.”

“Wait! I need to ask you something.”
Barrie raised her eyebrows.
“I was supposed to take Manny on a trail ride with Bryce on Ivan,

to see how Ivan behaves away from the barn before I tried taking him.
But with things so – so awkward between us, that’s not going to be pos-
sible. Would you be willing to ride Ivan instead?”

“I really wish you and Bryce would reconcile so you can stick to
your original plan, but if the trail conditions are safe before you’ve got
that far, I’m happy to do that.”

“Thank you, Barrie!”
“Does that mean you might be interested in Manny instead of

Ivan?”
“I’m not sure.”
“You do get on very well with him.”
“But I haven’t ridden him – and I don’t want to give up on Ivan just

yet.”
“You’ve got to the end of the month to decide. We’ll make sure to

take them both out before then.”
“Thank you, Barrie, I appreciate it. And I’m sorry to be so difficult,

but things aren’t easy right now.”
“Let’s hope you feel better tomorrow. Good night!”
“Good night.”
Barrie climbed the stairs to her bedroom leaving Pippa, finally,

alone with time to think.
She poured herself a large glass of Merlot and turned on the gas

fireplace. Drawing a soft throw over her, she sat in an armchair and
stared at the flames emanating from the imitation logs.

This morning her life had order to it. Perhaps it wasn’t perfect, but
it was an imperfection she could live with – was comfortable with. She
was getting on with her arch rival and beginning to think he wasn’t
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such a bad person, even believing they might come to some amicable
arrangement over Ivan, whatever form that might take.

But all the misery of two and a half years ago had now been
dredged up and she was taken back to that awful day when Tony stood
her up. She was reliving every agonizing stab of grief and humiliation.

And who was responsible? Bryce! It was still hard for her to believe.
She’d moved here to escape her past, and it had caught up with her
from 600 miles away. What were the odds?

Taking a long sip of wine, she asked herself: what was she going to
do with this new information?

She must plan for the future. Grieving over her past all over again
was unproductive; she had to move forward.

But first she would wait for Tony’s response to her question about
getting back together.

And if he said ‘yes’ – would she want them to? Or did she simply
need to know he regretted what he’d done? Did she hope he was feeling
bad or was she really interested in reconciliation? Would she be able to
trust him again?

Trust.
She remembered Bryce’s words: You think we’re all cut from the

same cloth, but I can assure you we aren’t.
Pippa hadn’t known Bryce for very long, but so far, the man had

been nothing but truthful, even if she didn’t like what he had to say.
When he gave Tony the advice that pushed him to jilt her, he was only
being truthful. That was more than could be said for Tony.

She recalled all the instances during their relationship when she’d
caught Tony in a lie. Was that why she was so quick to believe he’d been
two-timing her? (Yet another of his lies, as it turned out.)

Settling deeper into her armchair, she wondered again whether she
really was interested in reviving her relationship with Tony. She’d im-
mersed herself deeply into her new job and her riding lessons, and was
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now on the verge of realizing her dream of owning a horse. Life was
good and she didn’t particularly care to change it for Tony’s benefit.

She enjoyed the company of the others at the barn and being
around the horses so much. Even last night’s excitement with the tree
falling through the roof had its own weird charm.

Rigging up the syphon system with Bryce had given her a sense of
accomplishment, of being useful and appreciated.

And Bryce being willing to let her have Ivan had been very touch-
ing: her feelings mattered to him and she wasn’t used to that.

Walking with him and Ivan, leading a horse she felt comfortable
with, had been fun, too – until that last bit had ruined everything.
She’d so been looking forward to their trail ride together!

Now that was a thing of the past and it made her sad, for they could
no longer be friends.

We’re not all cut from the same cloth.
Why had she been too cowardly to tell Bryce she was the fiancée

he’d told his friend to leave?
Because he might think less of her. In a very short time, she’d come

to believe he had a little respect for her, and she was afraid to lose it.
Even though he’d openly admitted to being deserted by his fiancée?
Your problem is you’re too proud, Pippa.
Bryce had confessed to being proud and told her that God caused

his downfall to crush his arrogance.
If he’d been able to admit it, why couldn’t she? Wasn’t she humble

enough to let him know the truth?
It made her wince that of the two of them, Bryce was clearly the

bigger person.
Taking another sip of wine, she made the resolution to tell him

everything.

IVAN'S CHOICE 115



Chapter Thirteen: Turnout at Last

F riday, 19th November
Pippa awoke the next morning wishing she hadn’t made such

a rash decision the previous night. But she’d despise herself if she
backed out now and it was the only way to clear the air, as Barrie badly
wanted her to do.

It was the only mature move: there was no other choice.
Over breakfast she was friendly towards Barrie, who remarked that

sleeping on her problem seemed to have helped. Determined to main-
tain her good mood, Pippa smiled and nodded.

Barrie added, “I’m glad the guys didn’t call us during the night. I
needed my rest!”

“Me, too.”
The paddocks were almost dry when they entered the gates to the

barn at 7:30 a.m.
“We might be able to turn the horses out,” Barrie commented.
Sure enough, as they entered the office bearing groceries, Mr. Jones

declared that the ground had drained enough for the horses to go out.
Bryce was careful only to greet Barrie, and Pippa didn’t blame him.

It was entirely her fault after brushing him off so rudely last night, yet
made it hard to figure a way to get time alone with him to explain her-
self.

Her chance came sooner than expected. Mr. Jones asked Bryce to
take Ivan out to his paddock, and suggested Pippa take Manny with
him to calm him down. The ex-jockey was still pushing Manny on her,
she noted.
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“That’s O.K.” Bryce said hastily, “I can manage Ivan on my own.”
But Pippa cut in. “I’m happy to take Manny out with Bryce.” She

still couldn’t quite bring herself to talk directly to him.
Mr. Jones smiled. “Great. Then Barrie and I will bring Jarvis and El-

liott to the neighboring paddock and hopefully they’ll all behave.”
Bryce addressed Pippa. “Shall we?”
She looked at him briefly and nodded, hoping she didn’t seem too

brusque as she went to fetch Manny.
The little bay nickered when he saw her come down the aisle and

took Pippa aback. She’d never had a horse do that before and her heart
skipped a little faster. “Manny, you sweetheart! I’m glad to see you,
too.” She fished another of Ivan’s special treats from her pocket and of-
fered it to him.

The Welsh Cross took it softly from the palm of her hand and
chewed happily while Pippa placed the halter over his head and closed
the clasp under his jowls. She gave him another one and stroked his soft
neck, waiting for him to finish eating it.

Ivan’s stall was a little farther down the aisle, and Bryce came along-
side leading an antsy Ivan. “Ready?” he asked.

“Yup. Come on, Manny, you finally get to mooch around outside.”
This time she followed Bryce, who was once again using a strong

elbow to stop the big gelding from mowing him down in his eagerness
to get out of the barn. Pippa admired anew the man’s calmness. In his
position, she’d be terrified of getting hurt.

With Ivan performing piaffe and passage all the way, he and his
handler eventually reached the paddock.

“I’ll open the gate,” said Pippa. “You’ve got your hands full.”
He looked surprised. “Thank you.”
Manny quietly let her open the latch and swing the gate open.
“I’ll walk in first then wait for you before I let Manny go,” she told

Bryce.

IVAN'S CHOICE 117



“Thanks!” Bryce led Ivan in and the horse immediately tried to
break free.

“Hold on!” Pippa cried, “I’ll close the gate. You take him farther in-
to the field.”

Bryce turned Ivan’s head sharply towards him to slow the strong
gelding, while Pippa latched the gate shut and led Manny in the oppo-
site direction.

“You can let Manny go now,” he said.
“Are you sure you’ll be O.K.?”
“I’ll be fine,” he said, between gritted teeth, as he yanked on the

chain a couple of times to get the chestnut’s attention. “Uh-uh, buddy.”
Pippa took Manny a safe distance away and gave him a treat before

taking off his halter. The trick worked, and the horse stood waiting for
another one even when he was free to wander off. She obliged and ca-
ressed the broad forehead, watching Bryce and Ivan.

The talented rider turned Ivan to face him before standing by his
shoulder and facing forward. Then he removed the halter. The gelding
swiftly swung round and flicked up his heels, narrowly missed Bryce,
who saw it coming and moved out of the hooves’ reach. Even so, those
flying heels nearly got caught him in the head and Pippa gasped, horri-
bly aware of what might have happened had the man not been so agile.

It surprised her how worried she was that he could have been
kicked in the head. A disabled Bryce would no longer be a contender
for Ivan, which should have made her happy. But it wouldn’t. Why not?

Bryce was laughing it off. “That was close!”
“A little too close,” Pippa said, as they watched Ivan take off around

the paddock. Manny lowered his nose and began grazing the meager
winter pickings.

“Why, Pippa Rawlings, a man might think you cared about him
the way you’re talking,” he said in a southern accent straight from Gone
with the Wind.
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She tried not to blush. “I’d hate to see anyone get kicked in the
head.”

“A man’s allowed his dreams,” he replied, grinning.
“You’re just being silly,” she retorted, walking resolutely to the gate.
He strode ahead of her and opened it to let her through first. Clos-

ing it behind them he said, “I have some news for you.”
“What news?” The words came out faster than she intended.
“I reached out to Tony on Facebook last night and he got back to

me this morning.”
Her heart was racing. “That was quick!” This meant Bryce now

knew everything.
How did she feel? It depended a great deal on Tony’s response.
“Want to know what he said?”
She nodded, crimson faced and unable to meet his eyes. “That is, I

think I do.”
“Don’t worry, it’s good news. Tony would very much like to get

back with ‘your friend.’” Bryce put air quotation marks around those
last two words and graciously looked away. “He thought he didn’t stand
a chance, and was overjoyed to know he did.”

Pippa couldn’t formulate any coherent thoughts. Her turmoil was
unbearable.

“Are you O.K?” Bryce asked solicitously.
She nodded. “I’m fine.”
But they both knew she wasn’t.
Bryce pointed to the benches by the riding arena. “Let’s sit for a

moment. I know this is all a big shock.”
Pippa dumbly followed him and they sat without speaking while

she twisted her hands in her lap, head pounding, sick and embarrassed.
How did she feel about Tony’s wanting them to get back together?

How did she feel about Bryce knowing that she was the fiancée whom
Tony had jilted, at his prompting?

IVAN'S CHOICE 119



If you’d asked her two weeks ago, she’d have replied that the one
thing she longed for more than anything else was to know Tony still
loved her and thoroughly regretted his behavior. She’d have said her
one desire was for them to reunite and for the wedding to go ahead.

Riding Ivan had always been a replacement for Tony. She’d been
smart enough to understand that much.

So why wasn’t she elated about Bryce’s news? What was wrong with
her? Why did she keep changing her mind about what she wanted?
Was she never going to be happy? Was she one of those awful people
who are never satisfied with anything – or anyone?

Or was she afraid to trust Tony?
Could it be that simple?
While all these painful questions were tormenting her, she sensed

silent support emanating from Bryce.
It was strangely liberating that he knew everything about her and

Tony. She didn’t have to hide the truth – he’d already uncovered it.
How ironic that she was the one who suggested he contact Tony,

making her responsible for Bryce’s discovery!
Yet, was this what she’d hoped for all along? Subconsciously, she’d

been working towards this result and now it gave her a wonderful
peace. She didn’t have to pretend with Bryce. She felt comfortable with
him.

It suddenly dawned on her that she felt more than comfortable
with him, just as Mr. Jones’ voice called out from the barn.

“Hey, you two, no time for lollygagging! We have a ton of horses
that need turning out!”

“Oops,” Bryce said, getting up from the bench, “we don’t want to
be in trouble with the boss, do we?” He winked at her.

She grinned. “Anything but that!”
They walked companionably to fetch the next batch of horses from

the barn.
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Their second couple of geldings were well-behaved and gave Bryce
the chance to say to Pippa, as they were leading them out to their pad-
dock, “I think it would be a good idea to get together and talk. What
do you think?”

Pippa tried to sound neutral. “I’d like that. Since you know every-
thing anyway, I’d love to bounce some ideas off you. If that’s O.K.?”

“That’s more than O.K. – I’d enjoy that. Let’s fix a time and place
before Mr. Jones yells at us for dillydallying again.”

They decided to meet for dinner at a local restaurant that very
evening, for, as Bryce pointed out, “Tony’s going to want an answer as-
ap.”

He opened the pasture gate and Pippa led her big gelding through,
waiting for him to bring his Thoroughbred in before closing the gate.
They turned the horses around and took their halters off at the same
time. Both animals stood for a second before stretching their heads
down and squealing in joy at being let loose after three days’ confine-
ment.

Bryce and Pippa burst out laughing.
“It’s good watching horses be horses,” Pippa said.
“Yes, it is. Speaking of which, when do you want to go on that trail

ride?”
She reddened, thinking of how mad she’d been at him and remem-

bering she’d asked Barrie to ride Ivan instead. Now she was going to
have to explain to her instructor why she wanted Bryce to take him af-
ter all.

“Did I say something wrong?” he asked.
Pippa opted for the truth. “Not at all,” and she explained that she’d

arranged for Barrie to go out on the trails with her and Manny.
“Because you were mad at me for what I said to Tony?”
“Yup.” She looked away. “But can we talk about it this evening?”
“Yup,” Bryce mimicked.
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Pippa rolled her eyes at him and jabbed him in the side with her el-
bow.

He grinned and opened the gate for her to pass through.
The rest of the day was spent mucking out stalls, filling hay nets and

water buckets.
Then Mr. Jones set a new task.
The pecan trees had shed most of their nuts during the storm, and

they were strewn all over the property, including the riding arena. It
wasn’t possible to ride in there with the oval shells underfoot, so the
four of them set to picking them up and putting them in empty feed
bags.

It was arduous work and they had barely finished when it was time
to bring the horses in for their afternoon feed. Most of the happy ani-
mals had settled down to grazing, or eating the hay Mr. Jones had car-
ried out to each pasture on the back of his golf cart. He placed the flakes
around the trees to give the horses a chance to eat separately from their
field buddies if needed and prevent hogging by the alpha types.

One of the reasons Pippa liked Pecan Plantation Equestrian Center
was the care. The horses were all in good condition, and never lacking
in forage, either in their stalls or when turned out during times of scarce
grass, such as now, at the beginning of winter.

They were now brought in and feed was distributed by Barrie,
Bryce and Pippa while Mr. Jones placed hay in the nets. The atmos-
phere was relaxed again. Barrie gave Pippa the thumbs up, eliciting a big
grin from her pupil.

Once they’d finished eating, the horses were turned out again. Pip-
pa became aware that she and Bryce were walking in sync as they took
Ivan and Manny out.

Did that have any significance?
Or was she looking for something else to think about as a diversion

from her current dilemma? Perhaps Bryce was less bothersome a sub-
ject that Tony or Ivan.
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At any rate, she and the dressage rider made a good team and took
no time at all leading their equine charges out to pasture for the night.
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Chapter Fourteen: It’s Not a Date

E vening of Friday, 19th November
They all agreed there was no need for anyone to stay at the

barn overnight.
“Good, then I’ll go back to my place,” Barrie said. “I hope my house

is still standing!”
Both men had brought their overnight bags with them, but Bryce

clapped a hand on Mr. Jones’ shoulder. “Much as I’ve enjoyed hanging
out with you, Jim, I should probably make sure I have a home to go
back to, as well!”

“My wife is returning tomorrow, so that’ll give me a chance to get
the place straight.” Mr. Jones grinned at Bryce. “I shall miss our bache-
lor times, but it’s for the best.”

Pippa smiled. Anyone would think they’d been sharing a home for
two years, not a couple of days.

They closed up the barn, switched off the lights and locked the tack
room before heading out to their vehicles.

Mr. Jones waved good bye to Barrie, Pippa and Bryce, and left in
his gray Subaru.

Barrie hugged Pippa. “Thanks for your hospitality. Tomorrow’s
Saturday and normally Ivan’s day off, but in view of the down time he’s
already had, shall I see you back here in the afternoon?”

Pippa looked at Bryce, sad they were back to their rivalry. “I don’t
know. Whose turn is it to ride him?”
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Before Bryce could answer, Barrie said, “How about riding Manny
tomorrow, in preparation for our trail ride? You can get used to him be-
fore we let you loose out there.”

Embarrassed, Pippa looked at Bryce again.
He smiled. “Whatever you want to do is fine by me.”
“That would be a good idea,” she said, “but is it alright if Bryce rides

Ivan after all?”
Barrie smiled. “It’s way better if he does. Then you’ll both know

how he is on the trails.”
“Thanks, Barrie. What time should I be here tomorrow?”
“How about 2 p.m.? That’ll give Manny more turnout time.”
“That works well for me. I’ll see you then.”
“Great. Good bye you two! Here’s hoping all our houses are still

standing!” She crossed her fingers and walked to her white Camry, wav-
ing at them through her open window as she drove off. “Behave!”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Pippa asked, genuinely puzzled.
“A woman’s intuition, I suspect.”
“More like adding two and two and making five.”
Bryce shook his head with a sly smile. “Do you want me to pick you

up this evening or shall we meet at the restaurant?”
“It’s easier if I meet you there,” she replied, “but thanks for the of-

fer.”
Bryce bowed slightly. “You’re welcome. I’ll see you there at 7?”
“Yup,” she said, imitating his earlier imitation of her.
“Permission to jab you with my elbow?” he asked.
“Definitely not!”
“Ah, one rule for you and another for me.”
Pippa laughed. “You’ve got that right.”
“I’m glad I’ve finally done something right.”
“Don’t come over all sensitive with me. I don’t buy it.”
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“That doesn’t bode well for our conversation this evening, does it?”
Bryce raised his eyebrows in a way that she couldn’t quite fathom. Was
he joking or being serious?

She chose to believe he was playing. “Hey, I’m relying on you to be
objective tonight.”

“Then I’ll try and pull it off. See you later.” He strode over to his
black Audi and opened the car door. “I’ll wait for you to drive out then
I’ll close the front gates.”

“I’ve got it,” Pippa said, not wanting to appear in need of help all
the time.

“So have I,” he said, grinning, “and it was my idea, so I’m doing it.”
Pippa sighed, yet without real frustration. “Fine.”
“That’s the way!”
He was deliberately riling her but she chose to ignore it. At this

rate they’d never get home, and she wanted time to make herself pre-
sentable. Getting into her Mini, she lowered the window and waved to
him.

The hour Pippa had to get ready before driving to the Blue Heron
was long enough for her to shower and get dressed, but also gave her
time to worry about how the evening would go.

Two and a half years of bottling up feelings was a long time. The
habit of hiding behind her happy mask had become a comfortable way
to exist, yet Bryce finding out her secret had been a huge relief.

But really confiding in him would take a big leap of faith. Was she
ready to speak openly to the man who’d caused all her grief ?

However, was it Bryce’s fault that Tony was so weak? Sometimes
she believed Bryce was the catalyst, at others that he was the problem.

Either way, Tony wouldn’t have been so influenced by his friend if
he hadn’t had strong doubts already. Could she believe they had dimin-
ished during their time apart? Had he truly missed her? Did he gen-
uinely want them to get back together, or was he simply looking for for-
giveness and wanting to feel better about himself ?
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Based on what Bryce told her, he was still single. That must count
in Tony’s favor, indicating that he missed her and hadn’t found anyone
better.

Or did he have a chronic issue with commitment?
Her thoughts ran in circles the whole time she was getting ready, al-

ways coming back to the same questions and answers and never reach-
ing a conclusion.

As she pulled her Mini into the parking lot of the Blue Heron, she
wondered why she was she having dinner with Bryce. What did she
hope to accomplish?

It was too late to worry about it. She decided to enjoy a good meal
with a kind man – or so he seemed – and the chance to talk through her
problems, the first time she’d ever been able to do so. Her parents and
friends had not been helpful in the aftermath of her being jilted and
she’d quickly learned not to discuss it with them, but instead to leave
the area and start somewhere new.

Bryce’s black Audi was conspicuously parked near the restaurant
entrance and she was relieved to know he was already here. She felt
uncomfortable walking alone into a public eatery and silently thanked
him.

She saw him at the bar as she entered.
He turned around as if a sixth sense had told him she’d arrived and

immediately stood up. “Hey there! You look great!”
It had been a long time since someone had complimented her on

her appearance. “You clean up pretty well yourself,” she replied.
He grinned. “Nothing but the best for my rival. Shall we?” he

picked up his drink, which she noticed was water with lemon, and
pointed to a table in the far corner. “That’s ours, I made a reservation
just in case, since it’s Friday night.” He stretched out his arm to let her
through.

Feeling self-conscious, she walked ahead of him to the table, where
he pulled back a chair for her. This, too, was unaccustomed.
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A waiter came up to take their drink order and Bryce asked what
she would like.

“I’ll have a glass of Cabernet Sauvignon Blanc.”
Bryce asked, “If we get a bottle, can you seal the rest to take with

us?”
“Yes, sir, absolutely.”
“Wonderful! Let’s do that then.”
“A bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon Blanc?” the waiter asked, point-

ing to the drinks list.
“That’s the one.”
The waiter departed and Bryce asked Pippa if she’d ever eaten here

before? When she answered in the negative, he pointed out his favorite
dishes, adding, “But your taste may be very different from mine. Al-
though I’m glad we both agree on our choice of wine.”

She tilted her head to one side. “I’m glad we agree on something,
too.”

“The evening is already looking up.” He’d stuck his nose into the
menu so she couldn’t see his expression.

They talked about the food items until the waiter brought their
bottle of wine and poured Bryce a glass to test. He offered it to Pippa to
try instead of him, seeming not to want to come across as a chauvinist,
but she declined.

“I defer to your superior taste,” she said.
“In wine or in horses?”
She laughed. “Just try it already!”
“Yes, ma’am.”
He made a big deal out of smelling the bouquet before tasting it

and saying, “This is superb. I think madame will like it.”
Pippa looked pityingly at the waiter. “I apologize for him.”
The man smiled benevolently, pouring her glass and filling Bryce’s.

“No worries.”
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When he went away, leaving the bottle in an ice bucket on a stand,
Bryce picked up his glass. “Here’s to a fun evening, and to each of us
having a good horse to ride.”

Pippa nodded. “There’s no arguing with that.”
“Have you picked out what you’d like to eat?” He asked.
“Yes.”
“Good, me too.” Looking directly at her, he leaned his elbows on

the table and placed his chin on clasped hands. Pippa noticed an inten-
sity in his eyes. “Where should we start?”

She knew what he meant. “I guess a good place would be with what
exactly Tony wrote to you.” Perhaps her ex-fiancé hadn’t mentioned her
by name after all?

“Sure.” He leaned back, holding his glass of wine by the stem. “Last
night I wrote that I’d happened to meet a friend of the lady whom he
left at the altar – mentioning no names – and that she wanted me to
find out, on behalf of his ex-fiancée, how he now felt about her and
whether he regretted his actions on that day.”

“I take it he didn’t take long to respond?”
“No. He came back that evening – only took him about thirty min-

utes – and said he’d been miserable ever since. He admitted to being ‘an
absolute coward’ as he put it, and wished he could go back and change
things.

“I asked him what he’d do differently. ‘I’d talk to Pippa well before
the wedding about how I was feeling and discuss with her how to deal
with it moving forward. I know she’d have listened to me with an open
heart and helped me do the right thing – whatever that might have
been.’”

A strong shade of crimson was slowly covering Pippa’s face.
Bryce asked, “I don’t suppose two Pippas are involved here, are

they?”
Biting her upper lip, she shook her head and pushed her glasses up

her nose.
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“I didn’t think so. No wonder you were so mad with me after I told
the story about Tony and me. I, too, wish I could go back and change
my behavior.”

Pippa was about to answer when the waiter returned to take their
order.

“Saved by the menu,” Bryce said with a gentle smile and they both
gave their orders.

He chose the other entrée that she’d been mulling over; Pippa
found it interesting that they had similar tastes in food and wine.

“Now, where were we?” he asked, when the waiter left them alone
again. “Ah, yes, I was ruing my behavior and its impact on you. I can’t
tell you how sorry I am, Pippa.”

Struggling for self-control, she remained silent for a moment. That
humiliating day haunted her all the time, but talking about it was mak-
ing it worse – it made it more real.

Confronting the truth with Bryce was going to be difficult, but she
hadn’t anticipated just how difficult.

“I know that what happened to me is not in the same league,” Bryce
was saying, “but I do have experience with rejection, if that’s any help
to you.”

He understood how hard this was for her. He knew this was em-
barrassing.

“Men don’t like talking about their feelings,” Bryce continued, “and
certainly not about their failures. It was a long while before I could
openly chat about the tough times I’ve been dealing with.”

Pippa looked up. “It must have been rough.”
Bryce grimaced. “We all assumed Lady Bridges would keep me on

to ride her husband’s horses after he died, to continue his legacy. I’d
been doing it for so long that it seemed the logical progression. What
people didn’t know – including me – was the bad shape Cypress Farm
was in.
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“You can imagine how embarrassing it was when it became open
knowledge that the horses were being sold from under me, and I was
being cast out to fend for myself. My whole persona was tied up in
those horses and the prestige of riding for Lord Bridges. I discovered
my house was built on sand only when everything came crumbling
down.”

Pippa felt bad for him. “Then came your fiancée’s declaration that
she was leaving, too.”

“Yes – another blow to my ego, and another case of building my
house on weak foundations. I’d been on such a selfish high that I didn’t
realize how shallow our relationship was.”

After a moment’s hesitation, Pippa asked, “How long was it before
you could talk openly about it all without complete embarrassment?”

“Several months. First, I had to wrap my head around what had
happened and put together the semblance of a plan to get my life on
track again. Once I’d done that, I could look back on the whole hor-
rible mess and see it was God’s plan to humble me and set me on the
right path.” He smiled ruefully. “I can assure you my next house will be
built on rock!”

Pippa laughed and raised her glass. “Amen to that!”
Their salads arrived and eating allowed them time without needing

to speak.
Then Bryce said, “You know, the shame in what Tony did to you

belongs entirely to him – not to you.”
“It doesn’t feel that way.” Pippa concentrated on her food.
“Did you leave Maryland because of it?”
“Uh-huh. I couldn’t stand the pitying looks and my friends not

knowing what to say, yet feeling bad if they didn’t say anything. It all
got too awkward. This job became available so I leapt at the chance to
get away.”

“What made you start riding?”
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“I’ve always loved horses but there was no money for lessons when
I was growing up, let alone a horse of my own. So, I made a vow to my-
self that I would learn to ride as soon as I earned enough to afford it.”

“And your ambition grew to wanting to buy your own horse?”
“Yes. I was saving money and recently started looking at ads. But it’s

hard to know whether the reason a horse is for sale is genuine.”
“It sure is. It’s a lot like buying cars, and people who sell horses can

be just like your typical car salesman.”
“That’s why I was so disappointed that Mr. Jones hadn’t said any-

thing about Ivan being for sale. I’d have bought him in a heartbeat.”
“Setting aside the fact that he decided to sell Ivan only after I came

along, I have to ask if you still think he’s the right horse for you?” See-
ing Pippa frown, he added, “I’m not backing out of my offer to let you
have him. I’m simply interested to know if you really believe, that out
of all the horses in the barn, he’s the one.”

Pippa put down her fork and took a sip of wine. Sighing, she said,
“I can’t blame you for asking. I do seem to get on really well with Man-
ny, don’t I?”

“It does look that way. And you’re riding him tomorrow, right?”
She nodded.
“Mind if I come along and watch?”
Aware that a few short days ago the last thing she’d have wanted

was to have Bryce standing there with his critical eye, she smiled. “I’d
love that.”

He looked surprised. “I didn’t think you’d let me, but that’s great.
We can compare notes afterwards about how well you get on with
him.” Pippa gave him a dubious look. “And no, I shan’t be trying to get
you to like him. I’m just interested to see for myself if you gel with him
as well in the saddle as on the ground.”

“I have to admit, I am, too. He seems to be a very easy horse, and a
bit more my size.”
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“Well, let’s see how things go.” He paused. “What would you think
about my riding Ivan at the same time? Then you won’t feel under so
much pressure from being observed, and if you feel comfortable with
Manny, we could go out on a short trail ride immediately after your les-
son.”

Pippa cocked her head to one side, considering the question. “I like
that idea. I almost hope I do get on with him.” She grinned.

Their entrées arrived: pork medaillons with duchesse potatoes and
a vegetable medley for Bryce, and duck à l’orange with scalloped pota-
toes and the same vegetables for Pippa.

“This looks great,” she said.
“So does mine. Enjoy!”
They ate for a while before Bryce opened again with, “This compe-

tition between you and me for Ivan has been very interesting.”
“In what way?”
“Because I’m used to vying against professional riders. When I first

met Lord Bridges, I had strong contenders for his horses, who were try-
ing to persuade him to let them ride them. I had to use my own powers
of persuasion to get the opportunity to train and compete his top-qual-
ity dressage equines.

“And here I am, being asked to persuade the horse to choose me to
train him.” He looked up with a smile. “That’s a whole different ball
game.”

“I think you’ve already won. He respects you more than me, and
you ride him much better than I do.”

“It all comes down to technique. I’ve been doing this longer than
you have, that’s all.”

“You’re still stronger than I am.”
“But if you think about it, he’s much stronger than me. That’s why

technique is so important – that and getting the horse to believe that
his size doesn’t impact anything.”

“You’re being kind, but the truth is, Ivan prefers you to me.”
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“It’s from seeing me as his leader. He can trust me to take over the
decision making for him, and that turns me into his comfort zone. It’s
all learnable stuff.”

“Do you think you could teach me?”
“Absolutely.” He smiled and cut off a piece of pork. “All that’s need-

ed is a willingness to learn.”
While he chewed on his food Pippa sipped on her wine pensively,

considering this new possibility that Bryce could actually become an
ally. It was obvious that horsemanship didn’t just consist of riding well,
it included the whole business of being around a horse. And this highly
experienced man was actually prepared to help her.

“Thank you, Bryce. I’m not used to being taken seriously when it
comes to horses.”

“I suspect it’s a case of wanting it so badly and being so emotionally
invested in it, that you’re afraid to trust yourself to be a good horse-
woman.”

Pippa shook her head with a shy smile. “You may be onto some-
thing there.”

“Is it also possible that the whole business with Tony has made you
more unsure of yourself ?”

His expression was kind and she considered this for a moment.
Horses had been the safe way to go, after her wedding debâcle, and

she’d thrown herself heart and soul into her lessons, determined to be-
come a good rider.

But she soon found that unlike work, which she was good at but
didn’t particularly care for, her desire to become an excellent horse-
woman was much stronger than her desire to be good at her job.

She was therefore more vulnerable to criticism on horseback than
at her desk. Whereas she could easily shrug off negative feedback at
work, address it and fix whatever was wrong, not so with riding.

And each critical remark while she rode was received as a personal
comment – like Tony’s rejection. Any time Ivan reacted negatively to
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her, she took it personally, just as Bryce had said one shouldn’t do. She
was investing the same emotion into Ivan as into Tony, and feeling as
unworthy of the horse as she did of her ex-fiancé.

Bryce had figured this out well before she did.
As if reading her thoughts, he said, “We’re frequently blind to the

reality of our situation, and it sometimes helps to have an outsider clar-
ify it.”

Pippa was amazed he could even be bothered to assess her situation
and feelings. She was used to being in the background of wherever she
was except at work; her job gave her the validation she lacked in other
areas of her life. And here was a man she hardly knew putting together
the pieces for her, as if he were genuinely interested!

“I don’t get it. I’m just an impediment to what you want, so why are
you being so friendly and helpful?”

“I’ve asked myself the same thing.” He took a deep breath. “Like
I told you, I’ve come to realize that my recent misfortunes were sent
to me by a loving God Who was teaching me a much-needed lesson. I
was headed in a good direction professionally but a morally bad one. I
thought I was the bee’s knees,” he laughed, “whatever that expression is
supposed to mean! – and needed to be brought down to my own knees,
pun intended, to force me to take an honest assessment of my values
and where my life was going.”

He picked up his glass and took a long draught of wine.
“This is a long way of saying that before, everything was about help-

ing Bryce McCloud further his own interests. Now I’ve learned that
looking after number one doesn’t lead to happiness. Helping other peo-
ple is what my life should be about.” He looked at Pippa. “And that’s
where you come in.”

Despite herself, she was disappointed. “So, I’m your first experi-
ment in helping other people?”

Bryce laughed. “I can see how my long-winded exposé makes it
sound like that, but no. Actually, it’s the other way around. Meeting you
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has made me want to be more generous, and that has led to my realizing
how God has been behind everything all along. He planned for us to
meet and for you to make it clear that I can be happy giving something
up as well as getting something.” He peered at her. “Does this make any
sense?”

“I understand the words, but not the meaning. I don’t see how
meeting me,” Pippa tilted her head in confusion, “– someone who
wants what you want, which means you can’t have it – should bring out
your better side.”

Bryce put down his knife and fork and leaned forwards slightly
with his arms on the table. “I’m expressing myself badly, but there’s
something about you that brings out my good side.” He smiled. “I like
that.”

Pippa wriggled in her seat. Being told that she was a positive influ-
ence on someone was a new experience. Elated and embarrassed at the
same time, she wasn’t sure how to react.

Taking a sip of wine to occupy her hands and give her something
else to focus on, she gathered her thoughts as best she could.

The best she could come up with was, “I’m really flattered and to be
honest, I don’t know how to respond.” She lowered her eyes, and added,
in case he thought she didn’t like what he’d said, “But thank you very
much for telling me.”

“I find your honesty refreshing, Pippa. Most women would blush
and be coyly – and falsely – self-deprecating. But you just spoke the
truth about how you feel.”

She looked at him squarely. “Isn’t honesty the only way to navigate
through life?”

Bryce picked up his wine glass. “We’re back to Tony. Am I correct?”
Pippa reddened. “Yes, I guess we are, although that wasn’t con-

scious.”
He held his glass towards her, and said, “Then here’s to honesty!”
Laughing, she clinked hers against it. “Here’s to honesty!”
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They ate in comfortable silence until they’d finished their entrée.
Pippa noticed they were done at the same time, and it reminded her of
how their steps had been in sync when leading Ivan and Manny out to
their paddock. The observation held a reassuring quality for her.

She gave an involuntary sigh.
Bryce asked, “Something wrong?”
Unused to anyone noticing, let alone caring, what she did, she

looked puzzled.
“That sigh.” He said. “I could see it meant something.”
Flustered and thinking about what had just been passing through

her mind, she was also aware of how they’d just made a toast to honesty.
Here was a big test of whether she could follow through on her own
words.

“I know this is going to sound silly, but in the interests of telling the
truth, I was noticing how we finished our meals at the same time, and it
reminded me of how we walked at the same pace when we were leading
Ivan and Manny out to their paddocks.”

She hoped that what she had said was enough to cover the require-
ments of honesty.

“That doesn’t sound silly to me at all. I think it’s the beginning of a
grand friendship between both those horses, and hopefully their han-
dlers. Who knows, perhaps their soon-to-be owners?”

With a wide grin, Pippa echoed his earlier words. “I think we’re
back to Ivan, am I correct?”

Bryce nodded with a chuckle. “I’d say we’re back to our planned
trail ride on Manny and Ivan, wouldn’t you?”

She leaned her elbows on the table, holding her glass stem with
both hands, and sipped the remnants of her wine. “I’m really looking
forward to seeing how well they do.”

“I’m keen to see how well we all get on, too,” he replied ambiguous-
ly.
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Neither of them wanted dessert, although Pippa would have loved
the evening to continue. When Bryce asked for the check Pippa said
she’d like to split it.

“Let me get this,” Bryce said, “it was my suggestion, remember?”
“I know, and I appreciate it, but there’s no reason my rival should

pay for me.”
“That’s not exactly how I see it,” he replied, frowning slightly. “I’d

prefer to say this is a friend taking another friend out to dinner.”
“If I agree, will you let me reciprocate?”
“Absolutely!” he replied with a broad grin. “That’s settled then, one

check, please,” he told the waiter.
They left the restaurant and Pippa thanked him. “I had a great time,

Bryce. It was good to talk.”
“I’m not sure we covered everything, but I’m glad you enjoyed our

time together. I most definitely did.” He paused a moment. “So, we’ve
agreed that I’ll ride at the same time as you, and if you feel comfortable
with Manny, we’ll go out on the trails together?”

Pippa nodded enthusiastically. “I look forward to it.”
“Me, too. Am I allowed to give you a friendly hug good night?”
She smiled up at him. “I’d like that.”
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Chapter Fifteen: Happy Trails

S aturday, 20th November
Driving home that night, Pippa had the sensation of having

spent the evening in the company of a good friend.
She had been nervous about divulging her past, but now she was

pleased and relieved to have got it out in the open. Bryce hadn’t pitied
her or made her feel a lesser person for what Tony had done: on the
contrary, he’d buoyed her up.

He’d also not pressed her for an answer to Tony’s question about
whether she wished to get back with her former fiancé. She was grateful
for that. What her reply would have been she had no idea.

And the fact she hadn’t jumped at the opportunity to revive her
romantic relationship with Tony was interesting. Did it reveal how far
she’d come emotionally since that terrible day? Surely it did.

She was in high spirits as she swung into her driveway and feeling
stronger thanks to her conversation with Bryce.

That night she fell asleep quickly, curled up in bed with happy
thoughts and looking forward to tomorrow’s ride on Manny, with
Bryce on Ivan.

Now she was confident things were going to work out just fine –
even though she wasn’t sure what form that would take.

Thank you, God, for Bryce’s friendship.
The next morning, she couldn’t wait to get to the barn. She used

the time before her ride to clean her house and make more of the treats
that she’d carefully researched for Ivan, but was now giving to Manny.
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As she swept the floor and vacuumed the carpets, she thought
about how much her life had changed in such a short time. She recalled
looking forward to her lesson on Ivan only a week ago, and how upset
she was to discover that Bryce was going to buy him from under her
nose.

Now she was happy to try Manny out – and just maybe let Bryce
have Ivan if she got on with the little Welsh Cross.

Oh, be honest, Pippa, you’re just looking forward to going on a trail
ride with Bryce.

Loathe as she was to admit it, that was definitely the biggest reason
for her good mood.

At last the time came for her to drive to the barn. She stashed the
still warm treats in a bag and set off in her Mini for the short trip.

Arriving shortly after 1:30 with time to groom and tack Manny up,
she was disappointed not to see Bryce’s Audi in the parking lot. He
would arrive any minute.

Barrie was there as well as Mr. Jones, so her lesson was still on.
She placed the saddle and bridle on the peg and rack opposite his

stall before catching Manny and putting him in the cross ties. Bryce still
hadn’t arrived. Had he changed his mind about riding with her?

That familiar feeling of betrayal filled her. She kicked herself for be-
ing so gullible last night and believing Bryce was interested in being her
friend and helping her. Her heart sank as a well-known sense of loneli-
ness crept over her, and she fought back the urge to cry.

But Barrie was coming down the aisle. “Hi, Pippa.” Her tone was
somber. “Did you hear about Bryce?”

Pippa was puzzled. “No.”
“He had a car accident this morning and was flown to the trauma

center in Savannah.” She put a hand on Pippa’s arm. “The hospital
called Mr. Jones a few minutes ago. Bryce wanted him to let you know
he wouldn’t make your ride today.”
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Pippa was torn between concern for him, relief that he hadn’t stood
her up and amazement that he remembered their appointment in the
middle of everything else he was handling! “Is he O.K.? How badly is
he injured?”

“Since Mr. Jones isn’t his next of kin, the hospital wouldn’t give any
details. They only said he was stable.”

“Does he even have any next of kin around here?”
“I’ve no idea. But I guess it’s none of our business.”
Pippa couldn’t help feeling rather strongly that it was their business

to find out if he was alright, and whether he had anyone to advocate for
him at the hospital – and visit him. But it was difficult for her to ex-
press this to Barrie without sounding presumptuous.

“Do you know which hospital he’s at?”
“You can ask Mr. Jones. In the meantime, finish getting Manny

ready and let’s have that lesson, shall we?”
Pippa couldn’t explain it even to herself, but something told her she

needed to find out where Bryce was and go to him – now.
“Barrie, I just have a strong sense that Bryce is alone in that hospi-

tal. I’m going to take a rain check on my lesson, and make sure he’s al-
right.”

Barrie looked surprised. “They may not let you in, Pippa, you’re not
a family member, remember?”

“Even if they don’t, it’s important that he know I tried to visit him.”
“He means a lot to you, doesn’t he?”
“He’s been very kind to me and I owe him.”
“What do you mean? He wants to buy Ivan!”
“He may not want you to know this, but he’s willing to let me have

him.”
Barrie whistled. “Wow! That is being kind.”
“Please don’t say anything to Mr. Jones,” Pippa pleaded. “And I’m

sorry about my lesson, but I do need to go.” She began untacking Man-
ny.
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“You find out from Mr. Jones where Bryce is. I’ll get Manny sort-
ed.”

“Thank you, Barrie!” She hugged her instructor and ran off to find
Mr. Jones.

She discovered from him that Bryce was at the hospital in Savan-
nah and five minutes later she was heading out on Route 278.

Forty minutes later she was pulling into the hospital car park and
found her way to the trauma center where she asked to see Mr. Bryce
McCloud.

“Are you his next of kin?” asked the nurse at the front desk.
“No, I’m a good friend who’s worried about him.”
“I’m afraid I can’t let you through, Ms. Rawlings. Only family

members allowed.”
Pippa sighed but she wasn’t surprised. “Are you at least allowed to

tell me whether any family members have come to see him?” If she
knew he wasn’t alone, it wouldn’t matter if she was allowed in or not.

“I guess I can tell you that much,” the nurse said reluctantly, looking
at the visitors’ register. “As far as I can tell, no one has been to see him.”

Being told that Bryce was alone without any support, added to not
knowing what injuries he’d sustained, was upsetting. The poor man!
Surely there was some way to get in and see him?

While she stood by the front desk, wondering how she could invei-
gle her way in, a stunning blond walked up and inquired of the nurse.
“Is Mr. Bryce McCloud here, please?”

“Yes. With whom am I speaking?” The nurse seemed bowled over
by this beauty.

“I’m Roberta Grayson, Mr. McCloud’s fiancée.”
“I’m afraid we’re only allowed to let next of kin visit, Ms. Grayson.”
The gorgeous woman gave the nurse a winning smile. “But as his

fiancée I’m as good as his next of kin, aren’t I? He has no other family
who live locally, and he’s lying there all alone. Can’t you make an excep-
tion and let me see him – just for a moment?”
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Pippa pushed her glasses farther up her nose and watched the nurse
melt under the spell of this lady, perfectly dressed in a black figure-hug-
ging skirt suit and black heels.

“Well, he is all alone right now and it might cheer him up to have a
visitor.”

Obviously, she didn’t think that a bespectacled, dowdy visitor like
Pippa would make him feel better.

I should feel happy that he’s finally getting a visitor, she told herself.
But why did Roberta say she was his fiancée when Bryce said she’d bro-
ken up with him? What had suddenly brought her back? Or had Bryce
lied about them splitting up? But why would he?

Confused and despondent, she turned around and walked out of
the building.

Walking back to her Mini, she realized with a pang that she’d been
entertaining hopes that Bryce might interested in her beyond simple
friendship. Her only consolation was that she’d not given herself away.

Now she’d seen Ms. Grayson, she understood how she’d never
stood a chance with him. Glancing in the rear-view mirror, she gri-
maced: she wasn’t his type. She thought about his comment about
wearing contact lenses and maybe she should think about it?

Would it make any difference? Even without her glasses, she’d nev-
er look anything like his fiancée – ex or otherwise. It was stupid to even
entertain the idea.

Forcing herself to adjust from fantasy to reality, she thought about
Ivan and Manny. Since Bryce got on with Ivan so well, she really should
go ahead and take that lesson on the little bay, and she dialed Barrie’s
number to see if she could have one later that afternoon.

“I’m glad you called, Pippa. Mr. Jones wants a word with you.”
I hope it’s not about Ivan, she prayed, I’m just not in the mood!
“Yes, Mr. Jones, what is it?”
“Hello, Pippa, I’ve just had a call from Bryce McCloud. He asked if

it was O.K. for me to give him your phone number?”
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Her heart gave a little, hopeful leap. “Did he say why he wanted it?”
“I think he wanted to apologize for not coming to ride today. At

least that’s the impression I got.”
With a false laugh, she said, “Oh, he doesn’t have to do that. I un-

derstand why he couldn’t make it. I think a car accident is a very good
excuse.”

“Does that mean you don’t want him to have your number? I know
he’s going to ask me for it again.”

“Oh, I don’t mind if you give it to him, Mr. Jones. Do you happen
to have any details about what happened and how he’s doing?” she
added nonchalantly.

“He got T-boned by a car running a red light, and suffered concus-
sion and a broken left arm. The medics felt he should be flown out to
Savannah as a precaution. He’s doing better now – although he’s really
annoyed about not being able to ride for quite a while.”

“Man, that’s rough, coming on top of everything else that’s hap-
pened to him!”

“Yes, I feel really bad about it.” He paused before adding, “We
didn’t talk about it, but I guess he won’t be so interested in Ivan any-
more.”

Mr. Jones was offering Ivan to her without any contest and Bryce
had already told her she could have him if she wanted. But she taking
advantage of Bryce’s temporary handicap felt underhanded. She
couldn’t bring herself to do that – fiancée or no fiancée.

“I’d feel really bad if I went behind his back, Mr. Jones. We ought
to wait until he gets out of hospital and talk to him first.”

“That’s very noble of you, Pippa. I agree. I would feel a lot better
doing it that way.”

“In the meantime, I’ll take some lessons on Manny and see how
that goes.”

“Very sensible. I’ll pass your phone number onto Bryce, then?”
“Sure. Thank you, Mr. Jones. Bye.”
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“Bye, Pippa, here’s Barrie.”
Her trainer told her she was tied up for the rest of the day but

would be happy to give her a lesson the next day, Sunday, and they
arranged for a 2 p.m. session.

Despite her disappointment over riding with Bryce, she still looked
forward to tomorrow.
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Chapter Sixteen: A Surprise

Sunday, November 21st

That evening her phone rang. She was in the middle of her
evening meal and had left it in her purse, only just managing to pull it
out before the ringing stopped. “Hello?”

“Pippa? Hi, this is Bryce. How are you doing?”
“How am I doing? What about you? You’re the one who’s in hospi-

tal!”
“Yeah, I am, aren’t I?” Bryce laughed. “I’m doing alright but I’m re-

ally bummed about my arm.”
“Where did you break it?”
“I have a clean break in my radius and a crack in my ulna.”
“I need to check out my human anatomy to know which of those

is which,” Pippa said, “but the important thing is, how long before they
mend?”

She heard a sigh at the other end. “That’s the million-dollar ques-
tion. I’ve been told that clinical bone healing will take about six weeks,
but it’ll be six months to a year before I get full strength and motion
back.”

“How are you at riding one-handed?” she quipped and was glad to
hear him laugh.

“Funny you should ask. I’ve been going over that question in my
mind ever since the doctor told me the bad news this morning. The an-
swer is that I intend to get very good at it.”
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“Actually, I was joking,” Pippa replied. “I don’t think it’s a good idea
to get back in the saddle before your arm bones at least knit together.
You risk breaking them again.”

“Wise words, Pippa and I know you’re right. Common sense tells
me to wait at least until the end of six weeks. I’ll consider riding as part
of my physical therapy after that.”

She hesitated, then asked, “Have you had any visitors? Do you need
any more?” Her heart was beating annoyingly fast.

A lot rode on his answer. It suddenly mattered very much to her
that he be truthful about his fiancée’s visit this afternoon. She needed
to know that he really did believe in being as truthful as he had said
during their dinner.

“I had a visit from my ex-fiancée, and I’m still trying to figure out
why she came.”

“Oh, that must have been nice.” Please say it wasn’t!
“Not really. Let’s just say it brought back bad memories.” After a

long pause, he asked, “I don’t suppose you have time to come over, do
you? I know it’s quite a hike to Savannah, so I’ll understand if you
don’t.”

“I’d love to, but this afternoon they turned me away because I
wasn’t family.”

“You were here today?”
“Yes. But they wouldn’t allow me in to see you.”
Bryce’s deep breath was audible down the phone. “That really irks

me. I’m so sorry you had a wasted trip, Pippa. It would have been great
to see you – and I’d have appreciated them telling me you were here. I’ll
have a stern word with the powers that be and tell them they are com-
manded to let you in!”

“When are visiting hours?”
“I’ll check and text you.”
“Great! I have a lesson on Manny tomorrow at 2, so I’ll be over in

the morning, if visiting hours permit.”
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“I forgot to ask, how did your lesson on him go today?”
“I postponed it after I heard about your accident.”
“I hate to have interrupted your ride.”
“No biggie. I wanted to make sure my rival for Ivan was in good

shape.”
“Not much of a rival now.”
“Let’s not worry about that now. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
The next morning, she awoke in a great frame of mind, thankful to

God for Bryce’s honesty and eager to see him again. Her church had
an early service, which she attended while leaving her cell phone in the
Mini so she wouldn’t keep checking for a text from Bryce during the
sermon.

Sure enough, when she returned to her car, he’d sent her a message
that visiting hours were from 9 till 11 and 2 till 4. On the way to Savan-
nah from church she went in the drive thru at the local Starbucks for a
venti cappuccino to sustain her.

She arrived at the hospital shortly after 9. The same nurse stood be-
hind the front desk and gave Pippa an almost insolent stare, as if daring
her to declare she was a family member of Bryce’s this time.

With a beatific smile, Pippa announced her name and enjoyed
watching the woman’s face turn from supercilious to a semblance of
normal in half a second.

“Ah, Ms. Rawlings. Yes, Mr. McCloud has now put you on his list
of permitted visitors.” She made it sound as if Pippa had just squeaked
in under the wire.

“He was very upset that I wasn’t allowed in yesterday,” Pippa
couldn’t help saying: the nurse’s attitude was seriously annoying.

“Well, we weren’t to know that you were allowed in.”
“Well, now you do know and I’d like to go to his room, please.”
“It’s number 14B on the left as you go down the corridor,” she said

curtly.
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“Thank you so much.” Pippa beamed obsequiously as she strode off
in the direction indicated and away from the self-important gate keep-
er.

She had brought a box of chocolates with her – a gift from an
equestrian friend – and the variously flavored items were in the shape of
horse heads. She wasn’t sure she should bring in an equine motif, since
Bryce couldn’t ride at present, but decided since horses had brought
them together, there was no harm in it.

His room was a short way down the long hall and she peered tenta-
tively through the doorway, suddenly self-conscious. She was essential-
ly going into the bedroom of a man she hardly knew.

Shaking off her embarrassment, she straightened her shoulders and
pushed her glasses back up her nose, before knocking on the open door.
“Are you in here, Bryce?”

“Is that you, Pippa? Come right in!”
She held the box of candy out in front of her. “I come bearing gifts.”
The horseman was sitting up in bed with a bandage wrapped

around his head. His left arm was in plaster from elbow to wrist and
rested in a sling. He grinned. “Don’t I look fetching?”

She chuckled. “Those accessories really suit you.”
“I think so, too. Do I see chocolates?”
“Yes, horse shaped ones to help you heal quickly and get back in the

saddle.”
“Then bring them over! The sooner my bones mend the better.”
Pippa sat in the plastic chair by his bed and placed the box on the

white blanket.
“I can’t wait to see how the nurses react when I get chocolate all

over this.” He looked at her. “It’s good to see you. Any chance you could
open the box for me? I’m a little tied up right now.”

“Oh, sorry, of course!” She ripped off the outer plastic and opened
the box to reveal an array of little chocolate horse heads and a sheet of
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white corrugated paper bearing the legend showing the different flavors
and their position in the box.

“They look wonderful.” Bryce grimaced. “Especially after hospital
food.”

“Then I’m glad I brought them. Now tell me what happened.
Which vehicle were you driving?”

“My Audi. Some idiot ran the red light and crashed straight into
the left side. My airbags went off, but he was in a big pickup and pushed
me against the central console. After that I blacked out. The next thing
I knew I was being carried out of a very noisy helicopter on the hospital
roof.”

“You were lucky not to be injured worse than that,” Pippa said. “Es-
pecially being hit by a truck.”

Bryce ruefully raised the sling with his left arm in its cast. “I would
have preferred not to have the accident at all. But I take your point – it
could have been a whole lot worse.” He smiled. “Are you going to ride
Manny this afternoon?”

“Yup.”
“Do me a favor and ask Barrie to take some video of you for me to

watch. I’m curious to see how you two get on.”
“And critique my riding, I imagine.”
“Only in the sense of seeing if there’s a difference between how you

ride him and how you ride Ivan.”
“What do you mean?”
“Every horse is different and we tend to match our riding style to

the horse we’re on. I want to see if Manny improves your riding or is
worse for you than Ivan.”

“O.K. sure, I’ll ask her.”
Bryce gave her a sly glance. “Of course, the other reason I want you

to do it is so you come back to show me the video.”
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Pippa laughed and blushed. “You don’t have to resort to those tac-
tics to get me here. Remember, I tried to see you yesterday afternoon,
without any subterfuge from you.”

“True, but I’m hedging my bets, just in case.”
Pippa shook her head with a smile. “Just eat your chocolates, Mr.

McCloud.”
He took one from the box and bit it in two. “Tell me, have you giv-

en any more thought to what Tony said? I got another message from
him this morning asking if I’d talked to you.”

“I’m ashamed to say I forgot to give it any more thought. I was ex-
cited about riding Manny, then heard the news about your accident,
and rushed over here. There’s been no time to consider my answer.”

To hide her embarrassment, she picked out a chocolate without
asking and stared at the foot of Bryce’s bed, chewing on it.

“If you don’t mind my saying,” he said, “it doesn’t sound to me as if
he’s still a number one priority in your life.”

Pippa went a deep shade of crimson as she considered the truth
of his statement. But what should she tell Bryce when she didn’t even
know herself why she felt so ambivalent about Tony?

Bryce brushed her hand briefly with his right index finger. “I’m sor-
ry, I shouldn’t have said that. It’s none of my business.”

She forced herself to look at him. “It is your business, because you’re
heavily involved in this and I know you want to make things right for
Tony and me, after what you did.” She swallowed. “But the truth is, I
think I’m over him. And I didn’t realize that until – ”

“Until what?”
Help! she thought, now what do I say?
She thought swiftly. “Until our discussion at dinner about the im-

portance of being honest in a relationship. It made me aware that
Tony’s lack of truthfulness when he ended things tarnished my feelings
for him. I don’t believe I can rely on anything he says anymore. Perhaps
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I’m being unfair, but that’s how I feel.” She tilted her head anxiously to
one side and pushed her glasses farther up the bridge of her nose.

“You don’t have to justify yourself to me, Pippa. How you feel is
how you feel. There’s no being fair or unfair about it. He lied to you and
stood you up at the altar – there are few things worse that you can do
to the person you supposedly love.”

“I’m relieved to hear you say that. I’ve only been able to examine
my feelings now that my ego has been stroked by knowing he still cares.
It sounds awful, but now he wants me back I’m no longer interested.”

“I’m not surprised. It’s normal.”
“Thank you for that. But there’s more to it. I don’t trust he’s sincere

about wanting us to get back together, either. It’s a case of fool me once,
shame on you: fool me twice, shame on me. I like to think I’ve grown
up a lot in the past two years.”

“It sounds as if you don’t need him anymore. Would that be a fair
assessment?”

“Yes. Not that it means I don’t need anyone at all, though,” she said,
without knowing why.

“I’m glad to hear that,” Bryce replied with a mischievous grin that
set her face aglow again.

“I just mean that I don’t think he and I are compatible. And I think
I leaned on him too much – that was part of the problem. Having to
stand on my own two feet has made me realize how dependent I was on
Tony for my self-confidence. It wasn’t fair.”

“You make it sound as if you are both compatible, now that your
self-esteem doesn’t rest on another man’s opinion of you. You’ve be-
come what he always wanted you to be.”

“Wow! Nothing gets past you, does it?” Pippa shook her head with
a grin. “I may be less demanding emotionally but I still demand hon-
esty. And I don’t think he can give me that. So, no, our relationship
wouldn’t work.”
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“Just testing, that’s all. Remember, I have to give Tony the bad news
that you’re not into getting back together and he’s going to quiz me
about why.”

“Have I given you enough reasons to explain my position to him?”
“More than enough. I shall convey the unhappy news to him this

afternoon.” It was said with a slight smile that Pippa couldn’t quite fath-
om.

Again, she pushed her glasses up her nose. “I don’t expect there’ll be
a strong reaction. I really think he’s simply trying to find out whether
I’m still pining for him.”

“I don’t know him as well as you, so I can’t comment.” Bryce took
another chocolate. “These are great. Thank you again.”

“You’re very welcome.” Following his lead in changing the topic,
she asked, “When are they going to let you go home?”

“I expect to get out of here within the next day or so. They want to
make sure my head injury is healing well – I somehow gashed the back
of my head, but I can’t figure out how – and that I’m suffering no ill ef-
fects from my concussion. Then I’ll be good to go.”

“What’s going to happen to your Audi?”
Bryce winced. “I’m not sure. It’s likely to be a write-off and the in-

surance money won’t cover the cost of a replacement.” He raised his
right hand in a gesture of defeat. “Oh, well, that’s God bringing me
down yet another peg.”

“But you’ve still got your pickup.”
“True.” He grinned. “It doesn’t have quite the same pizzazz,

though, does it?”
Playfully, Pippa tapped his good arm. “No wonder God’s wreaking

such havoc in your life. You’re very slow to learn that outward trappings
don’t make the man.”

Bryce winked at her. “But you can’t deny they’re a lot of fun, can
you?”

“I’ll give you that. It was a cool car.”
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Bryce gave an exaggerated sigh. “I suppose I’ll have to break down
and buy something sensible like a Mini.”

Narrowing her eyes in mock anger, she replied, “You could do a lot
worse, you know. They’re a lot of fun, too.”

“I guess I could buy the two-seater with retractable roof.”
“Now you’re talking!”
“Then we’d have a his and hers Mini.”
Unsure how to respond to this, Pippa said playfully, “Wouldn’t that

look cute at the barn?”
“Most definitely. And Marmalade will love the open top.”
“How’s he doing? Are you due to get him back soon? The hurri-

cane’s been over for a few days now and he must be wanting to come
home.”

Bryce pensively bit his upper lip. “The student who took him called
me just before you got here to say he’s coming back to Hilton Head
tonight. I didn’t tell him what happened to me, but I need to arrange
to pick him up soon. It’ll be good to see him again.”

“How long have you had him?”
“I got him from a shelter on the island three years ago.”
“Why had he been given up?”
“Because he hates women and bit his owner’s wife multiple times.”
“You’ve mentioned before that he hates women. But he was per-

fectly nice to me.”
“Hmmm. Either that means you’re not really a woman,” he raised a

skeptical eyebrow, “or – ”
“Or what?” Pippa gave him the evil eye. “You’d better make this

good.”
“The fact is, Marmalade didn’t like my fiancée either, and that made

things extremely awkward. Roberta gave me an ultimatum on more
than one occasion saying it was the dog or her.”

“Oh, that had to be rough. I imagine you and Marmalade were to-
gether before Roberta came along?”
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“Yup. Plus, I couldn’t help wondering whether Marmalade had seen
something in Roberta that I’d missed. Turns out he had.” He looked at
Pippa. “Which brings me back to you.”

She squirmed in the plastic chair, unsure what was coming next.
“Don’t look uncomfortable! The fact is, you’re the first woman

Marmalade has liked. That’s a big deal, believe me.”
“I’m flattered,” Pippa said, inwardly elated, but trying hard to

sound unmoved by this piece of news.
“You should be.”
“I have a nasty feeling that this conversation is about to end with

my being involved in picking Marmalade up. Am I right?”
“I hadn’t thought that far. Honest!” he said, seeing Pippa’s disbe-

lieving expression. “But if you’re offering – ” He weighed up her reac-
tion. “I’ll give up all claims to Ivan if you do.”

“Don’t be silly. You need him more than me, and in any case, I
might end up preferring Manny. So that’s not going to cut it.”

“What can I do to entice you?”
“You don’t need to do anything. I’m happy to help out.”
“Thanks, Pippa. I hope it won’t inconvenience you, but that’ll re-

ally get me out of a bind if he needs fetching before I’m let loose from
this establishment.”

“You’re welcome.” With a smile, she looked at her watch.
“Do you have somewhere you need to be?”
“Yup! I’ve got a hot date with a cute Welsh Pony Cross.”
“That’s right! I hope you both get on famously.”
“So do I.”
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Chapter Seventeen: The Date with
Manny

Sunday, 21st November – afternoon
A very happy Pippa drove back to her house. Her friendship

with Bryce was still intact, he and Roberta were still firmly exes – at
least in his mind – and she was finally going to ride Manny.

Since Bryce was unable to take Ivan for their trail ride, she’d have to
ask Barrie to come after all. It was a shame: she’d been looking forward
to their taking the two horses out together.

But first she had to make sure she was comfortable on Manny.
After a quick bite to eat at, she changed into her riding clothes and

arrived at the barn half an hour before her lesson. Barrie and Mr. Jones
were there, plus a few other boarders, but it looked as if most of them
had finished riding and were turning their horses back into the pad-
docks.

The little bay was easy to catch. He stood quietly as she placed the
halter on him and respectfully took the treat from her palm. She led
him down the aisle, under the patched-up ceiling, and put him in the
cross-ties.

Mr. Jones walked past while she was grooming and she asked when
the fallen tree would be removed and the roof repaired?

“Pecan Plantation management have assured me they will get onto
it ‘as soon as they can,’ whenever that is.”

“I know exactly what you mean.” She laughed. “I went through the
same slow process when I ordered custom shelves for my sitting room.
It took forever.
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“But this is way more important: it looks bad when people drive in-
to the plantation, and that’s not good for our image. I’d have thought
that would hurry things along a bit, wouldn’t you?”

Mr. Jones crossed his fingers. “I live in hope! Have a good ride.” He
began walking away, then paused. “I see you’re not riding Ivan today.
Have you and Bryce come to some arrangement?”

“Not exactly. I was going to try Manny out since I handled him so
much during the hurricane. Bryce isn’t going to push his claim on Ivan
if I want to buy him.” To avoid looking at the ex-jockey she began to
brush Manny’s thick mane. “But it’s obvious he gets on better with Ivan
than I do, so it made sense to see if I get on with Manny in the saddle.”

“Good for you. I’ll be interested to see what you think about him.”
Pippa steeled herself to ask the million-dollar question. “How

much are you asking for him?”
“Not as much as Ivan. He’s a sweet horse but he doesn’t have the

same movement.”
Pippa’s instinct was to defend the horse, but she realized she’d be

talking Mr. Jones into asking more for him and stopped herself just in
time. “If I like him, we’ll talk some more.”

“Sounds good. Have a great ride,” he repeated, and went over to a
boarder who was calling him.

As Pippa continued grooming Manny, several differences between
him and Ivan struck her. The first one was small: Ivan made his handler
work to pick up his hooves for cleaning, while Manny automatically
lifted up each leg as she touched it.

The second was a bigger deal. She’d got used to being cautious
when she brushed inside Ivan’s hind legs by the stifle joint. Barrie had
told her that a lot of horses are very sensitive in that area, and Pippa had
learned to be extremely gentle or Ivan would threaten to kick.

But once again, Manny stood quietly no matter what part of his
body she was brushing, inner stifle included. He was much easier – and
safer.

IVAN'S CHOICE 157



Ivan would also raise his head high when she was brushing his poll
or between his ears, and when she touched his forelock. Manny, on the
other hand, lowered his head to help her reach those areas.

Ivan always seemed on the alert Manny enjoyed the whole process
and was half asleep throughout.

By the time she was ready to put on his saddle pad and saddle, Pip-
pa was completely relaxed – and realized she was always on her toes
around Ivan.

Manny didn’t lay back his ears when she placed the saddle on
his back or when she fastened his girth. He automatically opened his
mouth to let her put in the bit and didn’t shake his head when she drew
the bridle’s headpiece over his ears. He was a totally different horse
from Ivan.

She led him with confidence into the arena where Barrie was al-
ready waiting to start their lesson.

“I thought I’d come in early in case you needed any help with Man-
ny, since he’s new to you.”

“Thanks. I’ll see how we do.” Pippa took him to the mounting
block and was impressed with how quietly he stood while she put her
foot in the stirrup and settled into the saddle. He waited until she gave
him the cue to move: Ivan usually walked off.

The pluses were adding up for this little horse.
“Now start him off the same way you do with Ivan.”
Manny’s strides were shorter than Ivan’s, but his canter was very

comfortable. Barrie explained how to coax a bigger trot out of him, and
by the end of their 45 minutes together it was as if she’d been riding
him all along.

“How did that feel?” Barrie asked, as Pippa cooled the horse off in
walk on a long rein.

“I feel so relaxed on him! He’s a really great horse.”
“You do look good together. He’s a better size for you and your legs

come all the way down his sides. Ivan always looked a bit too big.”
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“I feel I’m being disloyal to Ivan, though. He’s been such a good
horse for me for a long time.”

“But he’s going to an exceptional rider who’ll bring out the best in
him and can cope with his sassy side.”

Pippa’s face fell. “Except I don’t know how long it’ll be before Bryce
can do anything with Ivan after that accident.”

“Have you talked to him at all?”
“I visited him in hospital today.” She ignored Barrie’s raised eye-

brows. “ He hopes to get out soon, but he broke his arm in two places
and it’ll be months before he can ride normally.”

“I guess that does set back his timetable for getting his business go-
ing again,” Barrie said. “But does it change your mind at all about which
horse to buy?”

The little Welsh Cross had given Pippa the sensation of being able
to ride properly. She replied, “I have to admit, Manny does feel like the
right horse for me.” She hesitated a moment. “I hate to ask you again,
after changing on you once already, but would you still be willing to
come out with Manny and me on a trail ride? You don’t have to bring
Ivan, although I guess it would be helpful for Bryce to know how he is
away from the barn.”

Barrie laughed. “You’re surprisingly keen for Bryce to take Ivan
now. That’s a big switch from only a few days ago.”

Pippa reddened. “He’s had a very tough time and I want things to
work out for him.” She wanted to add that he’d offered to help her with
Manny, but that would sound as if they were putting Barrie out of busi-
ness.

“Why would you care how things work out for him? I thought you
had him pegged as an arrogant so-and-so?”

“I did. But I’ve found he’s very easy to talk to and actually pretty
human underneath that façade.”

Barrie winked at her. “Sounds as if he’s a human you enjoy spending
time with.”
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“He’s becoming a very good friend.” Even while saying it, Pippa
knew she wanted more than that. But she’d met his ex-fiancée and
knew the type of woman he went for. Not someone like her, with short
hair and big round glasses that she kept pushing up her rather short
nose.

“If you say so,” her instructor said.
“I do,” insisted Pippa. “And it turns out we have friends in common

in Maryland.”
“That’s an interesting coincidence.”
“Just goes to show how small the world is, doesn’t it?”
“It sure does,” Barrie replied in a tone that Pippa wasn’t sure how to

interpret.
They finished the session by agreeing to take Manny and probably

Ivan on a trail ride the next afternoon.
Pippa enjoyed brushing Manny off in the cross-ties and watching

him fall asleep with his lower lip hanging. Unlike Ivan, this horse gave
her the impression that he liked her and she loved that.

Despite everything, today had been a good day.
Thank you, Lord!
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Chapter Eighteen: A Trail Ride & a
Decision

Monday, 22nd November
Bryce called early that evening to ask how Pippa had got

on with Manny.
“You’re just hoping the coast is clear for you to swoop in and buy

Ivan,” she teased.
“Darn right I am! For what good that’ll do me right now.”
“Hey, it won’t be long before you can try riding one-handed at

least.”
“I guess that’s one way to look at it. Anyway, enough about me.

How was Manny? Did you get a video?”
Pippa sighed loudly. “Ugh! Sorry, I forgot to take a video.”
“No worries, as long as you still visit me again.” Bryce remarked.

“How did it go?”
“Really well. Manny is more personable than Ivan and I think he

likes me.”
“Ivan does tend to be all business, which is a bit off-putting if you’re

looking for a personal relationship with a horse.”
“Isn’t that what you want, too?”
“I’m more interested in how my partnership with him works when

I’m in the saddle,” he said. “The relationships I care about off the horse
have more to do with people.”

Not entirely sure what he meant by that, Pippa pursued a different
tack. “Barrie has agreed to come on a trail ride with Manny and me to-
morrow.” She paused. “I’m sorry you’re not coming.”
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“I wish I could be there, too. But I trust Manny and Ivan will be-
have and I want a full account when you get back. I have a vested inter-
est in the outcome, don’t forget!”

Pippa asked, “Any news about when you’ll be released?”
“Nurse told me just before I called you that I can come out tomor-

row.”
“That’s great!” A thought then occurred to her. “But what are you

doing about transport?”
“I’ll take a cab.”
“That’s a long and expensive trip from Savannah back to the island!

Won’t you let me fetch you?”
“Aren’t you supposed to be at work tomorrow?”
“I’m on flexible hours and can do a lot of my job from home. I’ll be

glad to pick you up.”
“If you’re sure, Pippa.”
“Absolutely. What time?”
“Is noon too early?”
“Not at all. I’ll see you then.”
“But aren’t you riding Manny tomorrow?”
“Not until 3 p.m.”
“O.K. as long as I don’t get in the way of that.”
Pippa laughed. “I’ll make sure you don’t.”
“Good. I look forward to it.”
“Enjoy your last night in hospital.”
“I will now,” came his enigmatic reply.
Pippa hung up, confused about some of Bryce’s comments but glad

to be seeing him the next day, followed by her trail ride. If everything
went smoothly, she was going to talk to Mr. Jones again about buying
Manny – if he passed the vet check, of course. She’d heard too many
horror stories about people not taking that essential precaution and
ending up with a horse they couldn’t ever ride.
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She made herself a light dinner and curled up with a good book in
front of her fire before going to bed in anticipation of a great day ahead.

The next morning, she was at her desk by 5:30 with a steaming cup
of coffee next to her open laptop. She’d easily get in five and a half hours
of work before leaving for the hospital in Savannah, and could put in
the missing two and a half hours later that night or the next day. This
flexibility was the beauty of her position with Balios Foods.

A few minutes before 11 a.m. she left to pick Bryce up, and used
the time in her Mini to examine her feelings for him.

She was excited to see him again, for Bryce McCloud was fast be-
coming an important figure in her life.

Pippa hadn’t felt this way about anyone since Tony and it terrified
as well as elated her.

Was she simply shifting her affections from Ivan to Bryce, after the
horse proved so difficult to handle during the hurricane?

But if so, why did she still have the same feelings for the dressage
professional after discovering Manny might be a great match for her?
Why hadn’t she transferred them to the little bay?

She liked the horse very much and already felt closer to him than
she’d ever been to Ivan. So why hadn’t Manny replaced Bryce in her af-
fections?

She remembered Bryce’s comment about being more interested in
his relationships with people than horses. What had he meant by that?
Did she dare hope to be included in the relationships he cared about?

Into her head flashed an image of Roberta, the type of woman
Bryce fell for. How she wished she could replace that stunner in his
heart!

Passing the road signs to the hospital, Pippa felt familiar sensations
of not being good enough for the man she cared about. Her optimism
waned more the closer she got.

She parked her Mini in a small space near the hospital entrance and
sat for a few moments collecting herself.
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Value whatever friendship Bryce offers and be grateful for it.
Her future looked bright: she would soon own her first horse, and

Bryce would help her with him. Why be gloomy?
Pushing the steel-rimmed glasses up her nose, she exited her vehicle

and walked purposefully through the large entrance doors of the hos-
pital.

She strode past the nurse guarding Bryce’s ward, gave a dismissive
wave and headed for the double doors leading to his room.

But the woman called out in a triumphant voice, “Oh, if you’ve
come to fetch Mr. McCloud, someone’s already in there.”

Pippa guessed who the someone was.
Unasked, the nurse said nastily, “It’s that beautiful blond lady, in

case you were wondering.”
Putting on a false smile, Pippa said, “Oh, good, he doesn’t need a

ride after all.” She turned around swiftly and walked out.
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Chapter Nineteen: Shattered Dreams

Monday, 22nd November
Pippa’s glasses were drowning in saline tears on the way

back to Hilton Head and her trembling hands had difficulty steering.
It was exactly like driving away from church on that awful day.
She was glad Bryce couldn’t ride for a while. It would give her time

to get over her stupidity and pour her heart and soul into a new rela-
tionship with Manny. Horses were so much safer!

Yet again she was glad she’d never come close to telling him how
she felt.

But why had he accepted her offer to fetch him when Roberta was
waiting in the wings?

The only possible explanation was that he hadn’t expected her to
show up. Yet how could she compete with that goddess? Pippa couldn’t
blame him for going back to her.

But once someone has jilted you it’s hard not to worry they might
do it again. Didn’t Bryce have that nagging concern? If she went back
to Tony, she could never feel secure with him.

Bryce considered Pippa a friend, that was all. There had never been
a romantic choice in his heart between her and Roberta.

Ten minutes into her journey she had to stop for she couldn’t see
well enough to drive and her stormy emotions were slowing her reac-
tions. Give it a few minutes and she’d be ready to resume her trip.

Pulling into a rest area, she parked far from the other cars where cu-
rious eyes couldn’t see her. She dabbed her eyes and began cleaning the
salty lenses of her glasses.
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Her phone rang and through myopic eyes she saw it was Bryce.
The last thing she could bear was listening to him explain about

Roberta. She let the call go to voicemail; she’d listen to it when she was
in a calmer state of mind.

Ten minutes later she was about to start the engine when Bryce
called again.

Some instinct told her it wasn’t to let her know Roberta was pick-
ing him up. Maybe something was wrong and he needed her help?

You’re grasping at straws, Pippa!
But supposing it was a genuine request for assistance?
The call was about to go to voicemail when she pressed the green

answer button.
“Pippa? Is that you?” Bryce sounded agitated.
In as calm a voice as she could muster, she replied, “Yes.”
“Thank goodness! I thought something had happened to you. I’m

ready and waiting for you to get me out of this awful place.”
What?! “But the nurse said Roberta was picking you up.”
“You mean you’re already here? Come on in!”
“I – I thought your ex was taking you home. That’s what the nurse

said. I’m about ten minutes away.”
“What?”
“I came to get you, then found out Roberta had got there ahead of

me and figured you’d changed your mind about wanting me to fetch
you.” She swallowed, remembering her humiliation in the hospital. “I
turned around and set off for home.”

“Oh, Pippa, you just don’t get it, do you? I don’t care one fig for
Roberta. I didn’t ask her to come, she just bugged the nurse into letting
her know when I could get out. I’ve sent her off with a flea in her ear.”

Pippa was too overwhelmed to respond.
“Are you still there?” Bryce asked anxiously.
“Yes. I’m on my way – I’ll be there shortly!”
“Good! And if Roberta happens to come back, ignore her.”
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“Yessir!”
“Hurry up!”
“Yessir!” Pippa laughed and hung up the phone.
She almost got a speeding ticket on the way back to the hospital.
This time she avoided eye contact with the nurse, afraid of saying

something snide and descending to the woman’s level. Instead she
waved an airy hand and walked straight through the double doors to
Bryce’s ward.

He was sitting on the bed, a small brown suitcase next to him. His
left arm was in its sling but his head had no bandage on it. “I wasn’t sure
you were going to come back.” He squinted at her with a grin.

He stood up as she walked towards him. “Permission to give you a
one-armed hug?”

She nodded wordlessly.
He wrapped his good arm around her waist and she snuggled into

his shoulder, determined to enjoy this moment.
Bryce eased his grip and gazed into her eyes. “Please believe me, I

have no feelings for Roberta. I’m sorry she came at such an inoppor-
tune moment and made you feel you had to leave. Promise you won’t
do that again.”

What did he mean? “But why does she keep coming back? I
thought she lost interest in you when your business folded?”

“She’s heard through the grapevine that I’m about to be offered a
position at another top dressage barn near here. I was going to tell you
about it. It means the restoration of my prestige and, coincidentally, of
her interest in me.”

“But that’s wonderful! You won’t need to buy Ivan after all! Or any
horse, for that matter!”

With a smile, Bryce gently pushed Pippa’s glasses up the bridge
of her nose. She blushed at the intimate gesture; no one had ever
done that before. “Remember our conversation about what I’ve learned

IVAN'S CHOICE 167



throughout this whole ordeal? I’m not about to fall into the same trap
again.”

“You mean you’re not going to take that new job?”
“I’m not planning on it.” He pointed to his arm in its sling. “In any

case, I’m not much use to them right now.”
“I’m sure they don’t care. You’ll be able to start riding in six weeks

and you can start teaching right now.”
Bryce laughed. “I admire your enthusiasm. But I think not.”
“Why? It would mean getting back everything you’ve lost.”
“The last thing I want is ‘everything I’ve lost’! However, if you

want, l’ll give the job serious thought. It is a great opportunity.” He put
his right hand on her shoulder, focusing his deep-set eyes on hers. “I’ll
only consider taking it if you’re there with me to stop me becoming the
arrogant person you first met.”

“Are you asking me to be your barn assistant? I don’t have any ex-
perience. And you saw how hopeless I am with Ivan.”

Bryce shook his head with a gentle smile. “No, that’s not at all what
I mean.”

Pippa reddened. “I don’t understand.”
“I mean I want you with me. Now that you’re over Tony – you are

over him, aren’t you?” He peered at her.
“Well and truly!”
“Would you be willing to date a has-been dressage rider with a bro-

ken arm?”
She grinned. “That so happens to be my favorite kind of guy.”
“I’m happy to hear that.” He stroked her neck lightly with his index

finger.
She couldn’t help asking, “Does that mean I should get those con-

tacts as soon as possible?”
Bryce laughed gently. “Don’t do it on my account. You look won-

derful just as you are.”
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“You’re very kind.” Smiling shyly, she squinted up at him. “And no
way are you a ‘has-been’!”

He chuckled. “I’d have been very hurt if you hadn’t said that.”
“Don’t let it go to your head,” she warned.
“And so it begins!” he said cheerfully, placing his right arm around

her waist. “I can already see you’re going to keep me in line.”
Pippa leaned into him, not wanting this moment to end. But she

was in dire need of time to think over what had just happened and gen-
tly pulled away. “Let me get you out of here.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Bryce said, pushing a strand of her blond hair back
from her forehead before she was out of reach.

He turned to pick up his suitcase and Pippa noticed how relaxed
his face looked – as if he’d just let go of an internal struggle. His expres-
sion had so often been stern, which she used to interpret as aloof: but
when she considered everything he’d gone through, it was no surprise
he’d appeared serious.

She offered to carry his case for him, but he declined. “I need to
know this arm works for when I do that one-handed riding you’ve
talked me into.”

“You do realize that was a joke, right?”
“Maybe, but I’m going to run with it.”
Once they were in her Mini, she switched on the ignition and they

set off for his house.
Pippa smiled to herself, marveling at how different her situation

was now compared to when she’d driven along this stretch of road a
short time ago.
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Chapter Twenty: The Ride Back

Monday, 22nd November
It was a long time since Pippa had dated. She was in unfa-

miliar territory and felt self-conscious with Bryce sitting next to her,
with this sudden change in their relationship.

But he pushed the passenger seat back and stretched out his legs,
clearly relaxed.

His posture put her at ease. “Tell me about your job offer,” she said.
“It’s at the barn that bought several of Lord Bridges’ horses.”
“Great! You’ll be riding the same horses you already trained.”
“Yes, that’s a huge bonus. And the pupil who took Marmalade for

me will be able to ride the horse he was doing so well on.”
“It’s a total win-win!” Pippa cried. “I can’t believe you ever thought

of not taking the position.” A thought then occurred: had Bryce pre-
tended not to be interested in the job in order to get her to go out with
him?

And was that so bad? She needed to be more trusting!
“Anyway,” she said, “the only reason you want to date me is because

your dog likes me.”
He grinned. “That certainly makes my life easier. And you seem

keen on win-win situations.”
“If your left arm wasn’t in a sling, I’d hit it!” Pippa retorted.
Bryce’s smile was definitely smug now. “Since you can’t hit an in-

jured man, and since we’re on the topic of my dog, I seem to recall you
offered to pick him up for me.”

She groaned. “Is there no end to the errands I have to run for you?”
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“Hey, that’s what dating couples do for each other.”
Looking askance at him, she said, “You’re going to milk this situa-

tion for all it’s worth, aren’t you?”
“Actually, I was going to ask if you’d come with me to pick him

up. I want to see if I can drive, but I’d really appreciate your company
the first time, just in case.” He leaned his right arm across his body and
lightly touched her right hand as she held the steering wheel. “I don’t
want to take advantage of you, I promise.”

“I’m very glad to hear it.”
“And I’d like to take you out to dinner this evening, despite my dis-

ability.”
Her voice softened. “I’d like that very much. But I owe you, remem-

ber?”
Bryce looked pleased. “We can argue about the bill later. I know

you have your trail ride on Manny this afternoon. Can I watch you set
off and make sure you get back in one piece?”

Alone for so long, Pippa was unused to another person’s interest in
her wellbeing.

With that uncanny ability to read her, he said, “I hope you don’t
mind my concern for your safety?”

Pippa reddened. “Not at all!” She looked at him briefly. “Thank
you for caring.”

Bryce gave a low laugh. Then suddenly he appeared really tired.
“Bryce, don’t worry about entertaining me all the way back. Why

don’t you get some rest?”
“Thank you, I’d like that.” He smiled and closed his eyes.
Pippa drove the rest of the way in a contented daze, glancing at him

occasionally to reassure herself that he really existed.
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Chapter Twenty-One: Happy Trails

Monday, 22nd November
An hour later Pippa arrived at Bryce’s home, a small cot-

tage half a mile outside Bluffton, down a sparsely populated lane. The
exterior was white stucco, with royal blue shutters framing the win-
dows and matching the front door.

It was a charming residence, and she was impressed by his taste. Or
had Roberta influenced his purchase?

Oh, stop it! she told herself.
Bryce was waking up from a deep slumber as she turned off the en-

gine, and broke into a brilliant smile when he saw her sitting next to
him.

Her heart jumped. Thank Goodness he doesn’t regret anything!
“You’re a good driver,” he remarked. “I usually can’t sleep when

someone else is at the wheel.” He pushed open the car door. “Do you
have time to fetch me before you ride Manny this afternoon? If not, I’ll
see you later this evening.”

Tilting her head, she pretended to consider his request. “I guess I
can make time. See you in an hour.”

“Gee, thanks.”
She got out and pulled his suitcase off the rear passenger seat.

“Would you let me carry this in for you?”
“I do have some pride left,” he announced, taking the luggage off her

with a grin. “See you in an hour.” He put it down on the ground. “Be-
fore you go, I need a goodbye hug.”

“But I’ll be seeing you in no time!”
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“I don’t care.” He attempted to reach out both arms, but the cast
and sling impeded his left side.

Pippa laughed.
“That’s right, make fun of an injured man.”
His expression was so forlorn that she couldn’t help draping her

arms around his neck to console him. When he bent down, she pecked
his cheek and pulled away.

“Just you wait till both my arms work again, Ms. Rawlings!”
Walking to her Mini, she turned and blew him a kiss. “See you in

an hour.”
Pippa thought it a good thing Bryce wasn’t up to full strength yet:

she needed time to get used to having this man in her life.
Back home she pulled on her riding clothes and wondered yet

again: was all this real? It was happening so fast!
Don’t get too involved. Keep a little distance, like you did earlier. Pro-

tect yourself – just in case.
As promised, she arrived within the hour to pick him up. He com-

mented on her punctuality and she suspected it had not been Roberta’s
strong suit. It felt good to show him that not every woman is a bad time
keeper.

“While you’re out riding, I can talk to Jim about Ivan,” he remarked
as they drove to the barn.

“Are you still going to buy him? Even if you take the new job?”
“Most definitely. I don’t want all the horses I ride to belong to

someone else like last time.” He glanced over at her. “Unless that means
you want to buy him after all?”

“No, don’t worry, that’s not what I meant. We’re not in competi-
tion for him anymore and Mr. Jones will be very happy you’re still buy-
ing him.”

“Thanks. That’s good to know.”
They passed through the security gates at Pecan Plantation with

Pippa excited to be riding Manny out on the trails today. Yet she was
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sorry to be leaving the property because it would take her away from
Bryce. If only he could come with her.

Barrie and Mr. Jones were surprised to see them arrive together but
made no comment.

“Bryce! Good to see you up and about again,” said Mr. Jones. “How
long before that arm mends?”

The injured man made a face. “Six weeks till I can use it, six months
before complete healing.”

Barrie frowned. “No riding for a while then, huh?”
“Not with both hands, no.” He winked at Pippa, who turned crim-

son. “This young lady suggested I ride one-handed.”
“As a joke!” she cried.
“I think it was a great suggestion and I’m going to take you up on

it.”
She groaned and looked at Barrie. “Are you ready for our ride?”
“Sure! Let’s get our horses.”
Bryce used the time she was grooming Manny to talk to Mr. Jones.

When he returned to watch her set off on the little Welsh Cross with
Barrie on Ivan she teased, “You just want to make sure your precious
Ivan comes back in one piece!”

“He’s not mine yet, but if something does happen to him, I can al-
ways buy Manny,” he retorted.

“Only if he does something horrible on our ride!” She patted the
quiet bay. “But you’re going to be a good boy, aren’t you?” she told him.

With a wave she and Barrie left the confines of the arena and struck
out on the trail.

They’d not been gone five minutes before Barrie asked, “O.K. what
gives with you and Bryce?”

In abbreviated form, Pippa explained.
“I told you,” said Barrie with sly grin.
Pippa laughed. “O.K. I’m glad you were smarter than me.” She

looked ahead. “Can we please enjoy our trail ride?”
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They’d been walking between the back fields of the equestrian cen-
ter but now entered a magnificent forest of pines, beeches, cabbage pal-
mettos, hickory trees, oaks and bald cypresses. Bushy clumps of needle
palms formed a lush floor covering and the wide riding trail was strewn
with pine needles that made a soft bed for their animals’ hooves.

The November sun filtered through the tall branches overhead, tak-
ing the edge off the crisp autumn temperature. What a wonderful time
to be on the back of a horse!

Manny behaved like an absolute gentleman and Pippa discovered
the enjoyment of completely trusting her mount. As her confidence in-
creased, she lengthened the reins until she was only holding the buckle.
The little bay snorted his approval of this freedom.

Ivan was snorting for a very different reason. Barrie had her work
cut out handling his jog-trotting and frequent attempts to canter, and
Pippa was glad not to be on board.

“I don’t know when he last went out on the trails,” Barrie told her.
“I’m not surprised he’s so antsy.”

“Has Manny been out recently?”
“To be honest, no.”
Pippa was impressed. For despite the big chestnut’s antics, the

Welsh Cross remained quiet and uninterested. “He really is a calm
horse, isn’t he?”

Barrie nodded. “I think you can go anywhere and do anything with
him and he’ll behave. He’s worth his weight in gold.”

Pippa beamed at her. “Looks like I’ve made the right choice, doesn’t
it?”

Then came the unhappy thought that Bryce might ride Ivan out
with one hand, as he was threatening to do. That would end in disaster!

She voiced her concerns to Barrie.
“If you agree,” her instructor said, “I’ll suggest to him that you and

I take these two horses out at least once a week and get Ivan used to the
trails. He’s spent too much time in the sand arena. Once this becomes a
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regular part of his routine and isn’t exciting for him anymore, it should
be safe for Bryce to take him out with you on Manny.”

Pippa liked the way Barrie was pairing her and Manny with Ivan
and the dressage rider. It helped her believe it wasn’t a dream.

Maybe she and Bryce were meant to be together.

176 HILARY WALKER



Chapter Twenty-Two: Coming Home

Monday, 22nd November
From quite some distance Pippa could see Bryce standing

anxiously by the arena as she and Barrie rode between the back pad-
docks to the barn.

Her cynical side told her he was only concerned about Ivan, but
Barrie commented, “That man really cares about you. Look how he’s
worried about you getting back safely.”

Bryce was now walking towards them and waving.
“See, he can’t even wait till you get to the barn!” Barrie commented.
Pippa returned his wave with a dizzy feeling of joy.
“How did it go?” Bryce asked, when he caught up with them.
“Your horse was pretty feisty,” Barrie told him.
He chuckled. “I thought he might be. How about Manny? Did you

two get on O.K.?” He walked alongside Pippa, his attention making
her feel dangerously light-headed.

“He was an angel,” she said proudly. “Even with Ivan being er –
overly enthusiastic, he was quiet and steady.”

“So, you think he’s the right horse for you?”
“Oh, yes!”
“I’m glad you feel safe on him. That’s a big relief.”
It was after 4 o’clock when they were ready to leave the barn and as

they walked back to her Mini, she asked Bryce, “Didn’t you want to get
Marmalade back today?”

“I don’t want to impose. You’ve done a lot for me already and it can
wait till tomorrow.”
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“But your student said he hoped you’d fetch him today, right?”
“Another night won’t hurt either of them.”
“How far away is he?”
“About ten minutes from here.”
“Then let’s go get him!”
Bryce beamed at her. “Thank you. It would be good to see him

again.”
“And I want to see if he still won’t bite me.”
Ten minutes later she was pulling into a parking lot in front of a

row of condos. On the way there, Bryce had called his student, who was
now waiting for them outside the buildings with the orange and white
Jack Russell.

Bryce got out of the car and Marmalade immediately recognized
him, yelping and straining on his leash. He was let go and roared over as
Bryce stooped to receive his dog’s joyous greeting. This involved much
licking of his master’s face accompanied by high-pitched happy whim-
pers.

“Good boy, Marm!” He was laughing. “That’s enough now!”
Pippa waited a minute before exiting her vehicle, to allow their un-

interrupted reunion, and now quietly walked around to the passenger
side.

Bryce said, “You remember Pippa, don’t you?”
The rough coated canine saw her and cocked his head to one side,

as if trying to figure out who she was. Seeing Bryce tense up she became
afraid this wasn’t going to end well after all.

She crouched down and held out her arms. “Hey, Marmalade, we
met once on the beach. Remember?”

With an excited bark the terrier lunged towards her. It was hard to
read his expression but Pippa held her ground. A lot depended on how
the dog reacted to her.

Marmalade scooted between her legs, then ran in front of her and
lifted his head to reach her chin with his long tongue. Pippa laughed
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and stroked his back, desperately wanting to stop his licking her but
glad he was pleased to see her.

“That’ll do, Marm.” Bryce stood up and whistled. The dog ran over
to him and sat obediently by his side.

Pippa rose to her feet, wiping saliva off her face.
“That clinches it, lady. You’re the one for me!”
She shook her head. “I’m flattered.”
Bryce thanked his student, giving him the good news that he would

soon be able to resume riding his favorite horse.
Pippa handed Bryce the car keys and he got into the driver’s seat af-

ter putting his dog in the back of the Mini. But as soon as they drove
off, the little terrier jumped onto Pippa’s lap and stayed there.

She watched Bryce balance his left arm on the steering wheel to
help his right hand negotiate corners and admired his tenacity. But he
must be tired.

“Bryce, you’ve had a long day. Would you let me cook dinner in-
stead of us going out?”

“I’ve nothing to eat at the house.”
“Then stop at this grocery store. I’ll pick up some things.”
He pulled out his wallet, but she said, “It’s my turn, remember?”
Back at the cottage she prepared a simple meal. Bryce unpacked his

suitcase, then laid the table, followed everywhere by Marmalade, who
wouldn’t let him out of his sight.

He tried to open the bottle of wine, but had to let Pippa do it.
While they ate, with Marmalade sitting on Bryce’s feet, Bryce told

her about his talk with Mr. Jones. “Since you and I are buying Ivan and
Manny, he’s going to give us a break on their board until we can move
them over to my new barn. That is, if you want Manny to come with
Ivan and me?”

“If you’ll help me with him, yes!”
“Good. I don’t want to move them until I’ve been in the job a few

weeks and my arm is out of this cast. I’ll ask Barrie to keep Ivan exer-
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cised for me.” He looked across the table at her. “Pippa, my real goal is
to build up a barn of my own. Would you be comfortable with that? It
means a very horse-oriented life.”

A life filled with horses? Was he kidding! “I can’t think of anything
better. But just to make things clear, I’m paying for Manny wherever he
is – your employer’s barn or your own barn.” She didn’t want to become
dependent emotionally or financially: she needed that distance.

“That’s fine with me.” His eyes twinkled mischievously. “For now.”
“Good.”
As best he could, Bryce helped her clear off the plates and stack

them in the dishwasher. Together they lit a fire in the hearth, and sat on
the sofa with his good arm around her.

Pippa snuggled into his right shoulder and Marmalade stretched
out in front of the flickering flames.

She thought back to when she’d first met Bryce and how he’d been
The Enemy. So much had changed since then! She recalled how upset
she’d been at finding out he was the reason Tony jilted her on her wed-
ding day.

She’d long forgiven him and shuddered to think how her life might
have been if Bryce hadn’t interfered.

It was late and she needed to leave. Reluctantly, she pulled Bryce’s
arm off her shoulder.

“What are you doing?” he asked.
“I need to go home.”
Seeing his disappointment, she said, “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“For sure?”
“Yes, for sure.”
He raised his right hand and touched her face, then drew her to-

wards him. “I love you, Pippa Rawlings.”
His lips on hers felt natural and right and after their kiss she mur-

mured, “I love you, Bryce McCloud.”
His whispered in her ear, “Promise you’ll be back tomorrow?”
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“I promise.”
Walking out of his cottage, she was filled with the powerful certain-

ty that she need never again fear being alone.
THE END
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