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Prologue

The house stood on its own, surrounded by three acres of land. It was going to be very beautiful when all the building work was finished - so he’d been told. All the original features would be restored inside: the grand staircase, the library panelling and the Victorian stained glass. In time the gardens, too, would be returned to their original glory - the lake would be dredged and the apple orchard replanted. It would be turned into a paradise.

But who for?

For him and her.

He couldn’t bear the thought. He’d spoil it if he could.

The scaffolding on the back of the house went all the way up to the roof. It was a heck of a view from up here. Not that he cared about that. All he cared about was how hard the paving stones were below and what a mess a body would make when it went splat.

They could scrub all they liked but they’d never  get rid of the stain he’d leave behind in their paradise. Every day they’d look out of the window and see the spot where he’d died. On their sweet little trips to the orchard or carrying picnic baskets to the lake they’d have to sidestep his ghost.

He liked the thought of that.

But first of all, he had to have a witness. And there he was.

It would have been better if it was her. But now might be his only chance. If he didn’t do it now he might never have the courage again. So Alex would have to do.

Alex had been shouting up at him ever since he’d got out of the car. He hadn’t bothered to listen to what the man was saying - it was pretty obvious he’d start off by demanding what the effing hell he thought he was doing up there and ordering him to get down. But when Alex took in how he was standing, right on the top tier with his legs over the guard rail, he’d soon change his tune.

Like now. Come down, you little fool. Don’t do anything stupid.

Couldn’t he think of anything more original?

He wondered about the best way to do it. Not that it really mattered, the result must be pretty much the same whatever bit of you hit the ground first.

But to jump with style would be even more memorable. To pick a spot on the flags below and make a dive like off the top board at the swimming pool. That would make a statement.

He’d always liked heights. Like when Mum and Dad took him up Blackpool Tower when he was five. His sister had refused to go all the way to the top and she was older than him. Too scared. But not him. There’d be a heck of a splat if you fell off Blackpool Tower. A long time to think before you hit the ground.

This would have to do.

Where had Alex gone? He couldn’t believe the man had turned his back. That would ruin it - his death had to be observed. That was the point.

Then he saw him, climbing up the ladder on to the first storey of the scaffold.


Just stay right where you are. Let’s talk about this.

What a joke. Alex is coming to try and talk me down. Like the good guy does in the movies.

Pity the heroine isn’t here to see it.

Alex was on the next ladder now, still reading from the Samaritan script.

How close shall I let him get?

Quite close. Close enough so he thinks he’s going to pull off his mercy mission. Close enough to see all the grisly details.


Look at me. Stay calm. Take deep breaths.

The idiot thinks I’m freaking out. Can’t he see how cool I am?

Now Alex was up on the same level. Still talking in that phoney tone of voice, like some TV doctor.

He’s probably intending to make a grab, to pull me back from the brink.

Then he had his brainwave.

Suppose Alex takes the dive instead?

The hero goes splat - that would make a change.

And it would serve the heroine right.

He liked the sound of that.

OK, Alex, come a little closer.




Part One




Chapter One

When he was little, Pat’s mam always said he was too clever by half. As the youngest of five, Pat had had to have his wits about him, especially since his four brothers were all strapping Munster lads with rugby players’ appetites for a fight. Pat himself was out of a different mould - half their size and nimble, quick brain and quick fingers like his seamstress mam. He was no less keen on sport, though - which was how he’d ended up as a jockey, plying his trade in England. He’d got away from home as fast as he could, leaving the Fighting Vincents, as they were known, and their many troubles back in Ireland. He loved his brothers well enough, the drunken dimwits, but the bond was stronger at a distance. And they appreciated the money he sent them.

Pat was rarely nervous before a race but then it was only rarely he tried to fiddle the result. If his plans were discovered, the consequences didn’t  bear thinking about - he’d be warned off racing for the rest of his life, chucked out of the only business he knew. Who wouldn’t be nervous in those circumstances?

But how could he be caught? The scam was too damn good, conceived in a flash of brilliance in response to the needs of his good mate Andy, not to mention his own hungry tribe of nephews and nieces back in Cork. The moment Pat had dreamed up the sting he knew he was bound to put it into practice. As his mam might say, why else had the Good Lord given him wits, if not to use them?

All the same, as Pat rode out of the parade ring at Bath he cast a swift look back at Joe Parkin, the lad who had just given him a leg-up into the saddle. For a crucial second or so, Pat’s weight had been bearing down on Joe’s hands and the lad’s grin had frozen on his face. Had he noticed anything? Pat wouldn’t put it past him, Joe was the yard’s travelling head lad and nobody’s fool.

But Joe just slapped the animal on the rump and said, ‘Good luck, mate,’ as he always did.

So, no worries. All he had to do now was lose the race.

 



Jack Lucas enjoyed watching his horses run at Bath racecourse for a number of reasons. For one thing, he’d achieved a degree of success there over the years he’d been training. Also, it was just seventy miles from his yard on the Somerset coast near  Kilve, which made Bath his local track. That’s if you didn’t count Taunton, which Jack didn’t because Taunton was for jumpers and he was a Flat trainer, always had been. Apart from the convenience of the journey - he could be there in an hour and a half along the motorway - Jack liked the quirky little course, shaped like a bent sausage, situated on top of a hill overlooking the old Roman city. At nearly eight hundred feet above sea level, Bath was the highest Flat-racing course in the country. A man could breathe freely up here, horses too. When one of Jack’s runners performed poorly, he always offered ‘altitude sickness’ as the cause - which amused him, even if some owners didn’t find it funny. It was another reason he always enjoyed a trip to Bath.

At the moment, however, Jack wasn’t cracking jokes. His weathered brow was furrowed in deep contemplation of the race about to take place. Away to the left from his vantage point in the stands, he could see the eye-catching shape of his runner, Pipsqueak, being loaded into the starting stalls. Jack was too long in the tooth to have favourites amongst the forty-odd horses in his yard, but he couldn’t deny that he had a soft spot for this one. In his current crop of two-year-olds, Pipsqueak stood out for his Golden Syrup-coloured coat and white forelegs and for his speed on the gallops. Jack had never trained a Classic winner but he’d had several sprinters who’d gone on to win Group  races and he prided himself on spotting quality horses early in their careers. After working closely since the winter with Pipsqueak, he had a good feeling about him. He’d not had such a likely prospect for years.

So far, or so he thought, Pipsqueak had not brought his gallops form to the racecourse. He’d run twice and both occasions had been a disappointment. Jack had dismissed his poor showing at Warwick on his debut as stage fright but coming in fifth at Windsor had not been so easy to rationalise. Today was another chance for the horse to show his true colours - and to prove to Jack that his judgement wasn’t failing.

‘Cheer up,’ said the smartly dressed woman by his side. Pipsqueak’s owner: Mrs Leopold. ‘I’m not expecting miracles, you know.’

Ursula Leopold had kept horses at Jack’s Beach Head stables since she’d been widowed a dozen years previously. Every season she acquired four or five promising yearlings and placed them in Jack’s care. He hated to think how big a hole her passion for racing had made in the fortune her husband had left her. Not that she cared. ‘I can’t take it with me,’ she often said. ‘It’s either horses or toy boys and I think horses are less risky in the long run, don’t you?’

Jack thought that owners didn’t come much better than Mrs Leopold. It was another reason why he hoped Pipsqueak would perform today.

He turned towards her. ‘If he runs like the other morning he’ll win this pulling up.’

Two days ago Ursula had stood with Jack on the seaside gallops watching Pipsqueak leave the rest of the novices in his wake as he flashed across the turf.

She nodded. ‘Watching is the worst bit for you, isn’t it, Jack?’

He forced a smile on to his face. The owner shouldn’t be bucking the trainer’s spirits up - it should be the other way round. But today was different. He had an emotional investment in Pipsqueak that wasn’t wise. Perhaps his judgement wasn’t what it once was.

How did a man know when it was time to pack it in?

‘At least we’ve got a low draw.’

The sprint course at Bath had a distinct bend to the left before joining the home straight and it helped to be drawn close to the far rail. Fortunately, that’s where Pipsqueak was placed.

‘There’s nothing you can do now, Jack. It’s up to Pat.’

Pat Vincent had been Jack’s stable jockey for the past three years and had ridden every one of Mrs Leopold’s horses - she insisted on it.

The starting gates sprang open.

‘Come on, Pat,’ Ursula shouted at his side.

The horses hurtled towards them.

[image: 001]

Pat was well acquainted with the Bath track. In his ten years as a jockey he had ridden it dozens of times and every kink, curve and sudden gradient was familiar to him. In a short race like this - a five-furlong dash for the line - his tactics were clear: hug the rail down the slope and get your horse set up for the left-hand bend. If you got it right, and having a low draw was a big help, you could shoot the horse out of the bend and into the straight with an advantage over the animals drawn outside. Then it was a question of galloping like hell on the uphill run-in to the stands and hoping the horse held on.

Pat had made up his mind to give Pipsqueak every chance to make up for his previous failures. If it went wrong again, he was determined no one would be pointing a finger at him.

There were eight runners in the race. All of them, like Pipsqueak, were real babies on the track; some of them had only run once before. But good horses learn quickly. The careers of Flat-racing horses are short and if they don’t cotton on fast, their chances of making a mark are soon gone.

It was plain to Pat that Pipsqueak’s previous appearances on the racecourse had not been wasted. The horse didn’t react in the parade ring when one of the other runners began to act up and he stepped into his allotted starting stall without protest - unlike his first two races. And as they headed into the left-breaking elbow in the course,  he held his position on the rail and accelerated out onto the straight at the first touch of Pat’s stick.

Pat shared Jack’s opinion of Pipsqueak. The animal had a lot of promise and was destined to win some decent races.

But not this one.

With half the race run, they were in prime position, ahead by half a length and Pipsqueak was lengthening his stride under instruction as he dug in up the hill.

It was looking good. Looking good was what counted.

Then the first horse overtook them.

Pat went for his whip and Pipsqueak responded.

A second horse went by.

Pat rode his mount as hard as he could. No one could say that he and the horse weren’t giving everything they had.

They were in the last furlong now, lying third. Where were the others?

In the last fifty yards another horse came past, then another. Pipsqueak didn’t want to let him but he’d given everything.

They finished fifth. Thank God for that. It would have been a nuisance if they’d come in fourth and Pat had had to sit on the scales for a second time. But they only weighed in the first four jockeys for a little race like this.

‘Sorry, boss,’ he said to Jack as the trainer laid a consoling hand on Pipsqueak’s shoulder.

‘It’s OK, Pat. You gave him a great ride.’

That was true enough. Sometimes it was a damn sight harder to lose than to win.

The most difficult part of all, however, was seeing the disappointment on the faces of owner and trainer. There were punters out there, too, who had suffered but Pat didn’t know them. It wasn’t so easy to dismiss Mrs Leopold and Jack Lucas - and God forbid Zoe should ever find out. He was always trying to impress on her that he wasn’t perfect but his adorable young girlfriend thought the sun shone out of his arse.

He’d just have to ensure she carried on thinking that way.

No worries. Pat was one of life’s optimists.

 



Andy Burns had delayed taking the dog for his walk until the first race at Bath was over. Jasper didn’t like it but that was too bad. In any case, it was for his own good. The silly mutt benefited from a happy home as much as anyone and Pipsqueak’s fortunes at Bath had a direct bearing on domestic bliss, or lack of it, in the Burns’ household.

The way Andy had it figured was that his wife, Harriet, would have more time and respect for a husband who owned his own business, as he had done when they had first met. Going back to work for someone else - even a first-rate fellow like Jack Lucas - had been a blow. And the gambling debts he had racked up in the subsequent years had  further diminished him in his wife’s eyes - which, of course, was why he couldn’t now tell her he was on a guaranteed winning streak. If she found out he was betting again, he suspected that might be the last he saw of her. He’d sworn blind he’d never ever place another bet and he’d lied to her. He felt bad about that.

Mind you, she’d lied about certain matters too.

But he dismissed those matters from his mind as he watched Pipsqueak labour on the run-in and finish fifth. Andy greeted the defeat with the enthusiasm he’d once reserved for victory. If Jasper had understood horse-racing he’d have thought his master was bonkers.

Now the Jack Russell skipped happily ahead of him up the steep steps cut into the hill that led to the cliff path, their customary route.

Pat was touched with genius in Andy’s book. There was an art to fixing races and getting away with it; Pat excelled at both.

But, as Pat often reminded him, they were a team and Andy’s job was as important as Pat’s. Not that he’d had anything to do today but next time Pipsqueak ran, Andy would have his hands full. Because next time Pipsqueak would be trying to win and Andy would have to get the money on.

That’s how they’d worked it during the winter on the all-weather tracks. Pat laid the groundwork with losing runs and then, when the odds were at their most generous, Andy placed the bets - a task  forbidden to jockeys. So far it had worked like a dream and the money was in Andy’s account to prove it.

Soon he’d be back on his feet and not even Harriet could quibble about that.

Harriet - it never took long before his thoughts were back with his mercurial flame-haired wife. Pat was now shacked up with her younger sister, Zoe, and most of the lads at the yard thought he had the pick of the Morris sisters.

But, for all Zoe’s blonde prettiness, Andy would never trade.

Maybe he shouldn’t but he pulled his phone from his pocket and speed-dialled Harriet’s number. He couldn’t help himself.

 



Her mobile chimed just as Harriet noted that the fair-haired figure on the tennis court below had changed ends. It was a blessing and a curse that her station at the hair salon was next to the window with an uninterrupted view of the health centre courts below. It was only natural that her attention should stray in that direction from time to time. And when Martin, the new tennis coach, was at work, bending and stretching his athletic frame, gliding without effort next to the donkeys he taught, Harriet had to make an effort to keep her eyes on her customers’ hair. And that had been before she started sleeping with him.

She checked the small screen of her phone -  Andy calling. Of course it was. It was tempting to ignore her husband but he deserved better than that.

‘Hi, sweetheart. Everything OK?’

He was always concerned about her and sometimes she thought that was sweet. But at times like this, when her mind was full of Martin, it was an irritation - made worse by guilt.

She’d been surprised to discover Martin was younger than she was. He’d confessed to her after they’d made love for the first time - strictly speaking, the second time because he’d scarcely allowed her to draw breath between the two acts - and she’d been lying in his arms, heart still thumping, fingers tracing the golden skin of his chest, drinking in the unbelievable newness of him, listening to his life story. Not that there had been much of it but she’d never been in bed with a tennis champion before. Nor, for that matter, a graduate in economics from the LSE. A man, it turned out, of education and culture.

Even though he’d first caught her attention on the tennis court and, if asked, she might have agreed she fancied him in an abstract, what’s-the-harm-in-dreaming sort of way, she’d never have approached him - or even considered it. She’d blotted her copybook once in her marriage and sworn, to herself most importantly, that it would never happen again.

One day three weeks earlier she’d been crossing the centre concourse when he’d rushed up to her.

‘Hi, Mrs Thomson. Ken can’t make it today. He’s very sorry but I can take the lesson if that’s OK.’

‘You’ve got the wrong person,’ she said.

‘You’re not Mrs Thomson?’

‘No.’

‘Oh.’ He had blue eyes, as clear as a summer sky. Now they were clouded with confusion. ‘Are you sure?’

She laughed and he coloured with embarrassment.

‘I mean,’ he said, ‘the way Ken described her I was sure it had to be you. I mean,’ he turned to look at the busy concourse, ‘do you see any other Titian-haired beauties around here?’

She’d virtually run off at that point, the encounter was a bit too weird and overwhelming. But later she’d looked up Titian hair and discovered it was a fancy way of saying redhead. Beauty, though - there was no mystery about that. Had he been trying to pick her up?

Two days later, in the café, he’d discovered her in the queue and insisted on buying her coffee.

‘Did you ever find her?’ she asked.

‘Find who?’

‘Mrs Thomson.’

He’d given her a dazzling smile, all white sparkling teeth and laughing eyes. ‘Who’s Mrs Thomson?’

So it had been a ruse to pick her up but things had gone past the point where she wanted to be put down again.

‘If you don’t know who Titian is,’ he said, ‘I’ve got a fantastic book on Renaissance art.’

She’d accepted the invitation and its inevitable consequence. It was all pretty hackneyed really, except it was honeyed over with the gloss of a desire she had not been able to resist.

‘Andy, I’d better go,’ she said into the phone. ‘Diane Connor’s just turned up.’

That was true enough. The young woman in designer sweatpants was being led to the chair by the window. She waved a hello.

To be honest, Harriet had a good five minutes while one of the girls washed the woman’s hair and rustled up a cappuccino.

‘Is that the one whose husband owns a property company?’

‘You’ve got a good memory.’

It was one of the things she’d always appreciated about Andy. She could come home from work, dump a whole day’s worth of trivia on him and he’d remember it - not a skill that many husbands possessed, as far as she could tell. Though sometimes it could prove awkward. It had been responsible for Andy finding out about her fall from grace two years earlier. A lot of her husband’s calls, she knew, were to check up on her whereabouts. Such as that occasion ten days ago.

‘I’m in the car,’ she’d told Andy. ‘I had to dash out to Tesco’s.’

She’d thought she’d got away with it even though  she was lying stark naked in Martin’s arms on the cramped bed in his tiny loft room. Andy had seemed to accept what she said and was prattling on about some stupid horse when Martin’s mobile had gone off on the other side of the room. Talk about bad timing.

‘What was that?’

‘Nothing,’ she blurted as Martin scrambled to switch the bloody thing off. It wasn’t an adequate response.

‘That was a phone. Whose is it? Who’s with you?’

‘No one’s with me.’

‘Don’t bullshit me, Harriet. You said you were in the car.’

His voice had gone hard. It was the tone he used when he was beyond outrage and panic. He’d gone straight to cold-blooded fury.

‘I am in the car.’ The panic was in her voice. ‘I’m sitting in Tesco’s car park.’

‘Who’s in the car with you?’

‘No one, I swear. I’ve got the window open and someone’s phone went off as they walked by.’ She was recovering now. She’d slipped up but she knew how to make good her ground. ‘God, Andy, you’re such a suspicious bastard. Just because you’re pissed off about some effing horse you think you can take it out on me.’

‘What do you mean? I’m not talking about horses.’

It had been OK after that. Once she’d got him on  the back foot she knew how to broaden the argument and vent her frustrations about the narrowness of their lives - about his job and hers and the lack of money that tied them to the poxy little cottage that they didn’t even own. It was all true enough, on one level anyway, but afterwards she felt bad about putting Andy through the wringer, because none of it was his fault.

Later he’d apologised for acting like a suspicious sod. He’d been out of order - could she forgive him? She found that she could, though she didn’t feel great about it.

If only her feelings weren’t so complicated.

Apologies or not, Andy was now in the habit of ringing her at work a couple of times a day, just to let her know he was thinking of her. She supposed that was considerate of him. It was also, sometimes, a bloody nuisance.

‘I’m sorry, Andy,’ she said now as she watched Diane, her hair freshly shampooed, being led to the chair by the window, ‘but I must go.’

Thank God for that. She’d kept her insecure husband happy. This time anyway.

 



Andy put the phone back in his pocket. He shouldn’t have called Harriet. He could tell from the frosty tone of her goodbye that he’d simply irritated her.

Jasper had charged along the cliff path while Andy made his call and was now no longer in view.  Andy didn’t bother to summon him back; he knew Jasper was eager to get up to the top where his keen terrier eyesight might be rewarded. Jasper lived for hunting rabbits.

If the rabbits had any sense, the dog’s arrival would not come as any surprise. Andy brought him up here six days a week, often seven, in his break from Beach Head stables where he worked as head lad. He’d leave Jack’s yard at half twelve and be home within ten minutes. By the time he’d fixed some lunch and leafed through the racing paper, it would be a few minutes after two’clock and time to take Jasper for his walk. Maybe it was his army training, or the discipline of running a racing yard like Beach Head, but Andy believed in regular habits. For him, routine was not a dirty word.

It would have been a better routine if he’d been able to see more of his wife. Every day he was up at five to be in the yard by a quarter to six, while Harriet was just a bundle beneath the blankets and a copper-coloured cloud of hair across the pillow. Even if she were awake he’d get no civil words out of her at that hour. And when he came home for lunch, she was at work. Then it was back to the yard for four and he’d often not be home till half the evening had gone, especially on race days when horses were back late from meetings across the country.

It was worst of all in the Flat season, and that was eight months of the year. He’d be in the yard each  Saturday and Sundays too when race days choked up the calendar. Last summer, he reckoned he’d barely seen Harriet in the hours of daylight. Two weeks in Lanzarote in January was not long enough to keep a marriage shipshape and storm-proof.

Andy had never thought of himself as the jealous type. Before, back in his army days and when he’d first worked at Beach Head, he couldn’t remember shedding any tears when a girlfriend decided she preferred someone else. But none of those girls had much mattered to him. Some had been brash and some needy but their company had been strictly for entertainment.

Harriet had been different. Reserved and pale, she appealed to him at first because she made so little effort to be appealing. And he recognised the protective wall she’d built around herself because he’d built one too. He’d needed it after he’d left home and gone into the army. They were at a party and she’d been cold-shouldering the boys who’d sauntered over to her. Andy had thought he’d try his luck too - there was something special about her.

‘You’re not enjoying this much, are you?’ he’d said to her. ‘Me neither,’ and he’d given her a spiel about not being one of the crowd and making his own way in life. Not long afterwards, he’d discovered she’d only gone to the party to keep a discreet eye on her younger sister though she’d not  introduced him that first night. Later, he’d asked her why.

‘I wanted to hear what kind of bullshit you were going to come up with,’ she replied. ‘Anyhow, she’s too cute to introduce to men I’m interested in.’

He’d laughed. There was no denying Zoe was pretty but the notion that he’d prefer her to Harriet was preposterous.

He’d probably never have broken down Harriet’s barriers if it wasn’t for her mother’s death soon after he’d met her. But he’d been with her that night and so he’d driven her to the family home where Zoe had found the dying woman and he’d done his best to help, dealing with the paramedics and the hospital and, later, the undertakers. Harriet had needed him then and, by the time it was all over, there was cement in their partnership. At the time he’d been two years into training on his own account, running his own small yard on a shoestring, mortgaged up to the hilt but determined to make a go of it.

He remembered his reaction when Harriet told him she was pregnant. Not ‘That’s the last thing I need’ - which was what she’d expected, he could tell. It had simply been ‘Fantastic!’ A response born of pure instinct. A baby with Harriet was the piece of the jigsaw that would complete his new life. By God, he’d make a success of his business if it was for a family of his own.

They’d been married within six weeks.

Then Harriet lost the baby on their honeymoon and his one decent owner blundered into an expensive divorce and had to get out of racing. With only half a dozen horses left in his yard and the bank breathing down his neck, Andy had grabbed a lifeline - his old job back at Jack’s place. Jack was a great man, in Andy’s book. He’d have been sunk without him.

The breeze on top of the cliff ballooned Andy’s shirt outwards and rattled the gorse. Two fields inland he could see a brown and brindle blur as Jasper streaked after some prey, probably imaginary. Away to his left the water of the Bristol Channel was almost Mediterranean blue as it surged onto the cracked limestone of the beach below.

A perfect early summer day, Andy noted, but now it was spoiled.

He mulled over the conversation with Harriet. Whatever she said, she never sounded pleased to hear from him. As if she was putting on an act for his benefit. It reminded him of how she’d behaved when he’d caught her out last time - that’s if you ever could catch Harriet out. The evidence then was circumstantial and there’d been no confession, but his was the only verdict that counted. And he’d been sure at the time that she was guilty.

He’d spent a couple of nights away when Jack had asked him to attend the Ebor Festival in York. They’d won a good race on the last day and he’d stayed on an extra night for the owner’s party. He’d  made an early start the next day and driven back in the early hours of a wet morning. The rain had stopped by the time he parked outside the cottage and the first thing he noticed was a car-shaped dry patch in the small driveway.

‘What did you get up to last night?’ he’d asked Harriet as they sat in the kitchen over breakfast.

‘Nothing much,’ she’d said. ‘Just watched the box and went to bed. I was tired.’

‘You didn’t have company then?’

‘No.’

‘So whose car was parked here overnight? There’s a dry spot outside.’

Her green eyes were unreadable as they met his accusing stare.

‘Zoe stayed the night.’

‘But you just said you were on your own.’ His hands were trembling.

She rolled her eyes. ‘No, Andy. You asked if I’d had company and my sister doesn’t count as company.’

He’d felt impotent, as if she’d tricked him. For all her weaselling around, she’d lied to him. Hadn’t she?

He’d run upstairs to the bedroom. The windows were open and the room was neat. Freshly tidied.

She watched without comment as he’d ripped the covers off the bed. The sheets were fresh, just changed. The sound of the washing machine echoed up the stairs.

‘So?’ she finally challenged him. ‘Zoe slept in here with me. I thought you’d like to come home to clean sheets.’

He’d wanted to slap the superior expression off her two-timing face - but he couldn’t be absolutely sure she was lying. So he’d gone in search of Zoe and found her mucking out in the yard. She’d only just started work as an apprentice, newly graduated from the Newmarket training academy; he had persuaded Jack to give her a job.

To her credit, she’d looked unhappy when he began to quiz her about the night before. Yes, she’d stayed over with Harriet and left early, she hoped he didn’t mind. But she couldn’t tell him what they’d been watching on the TV - ‘Just the usual rubbish. We turned it off and talked.’ Her voice was firm but she hadn’t looked Andy in the eye when she said it. Harriet had got to her, Andy knew it.

Things had been bad after that. Circumstances he’d not thought twice about came back to haunt him. The nights Harriet had been home late because of a last-minute booking at the salon. Phone calls when the caller had hung up at the sound of his voice. The pair of size 12 trainers he’d found in the boot of her car - she said she’d given a customer and her boyfriend a lift home and they’d fallen out of his bag. He’d believed her at the time.

He started spying on her and monitoring her responses to him in bed. After the overnight  incident, she’d become much more enthusiastic - but that’s how she would behave, wouldn’t she, if she had something to hide.

Eventually, his anger cooled and his suspicions dulled. They’d talked once more about having children and she’d been keen - at least he’d thought she had been. That was the problem with betrayal: like remission from cancer, you could never tell when the disease might come back.

But she’d not fallen pregnant yet. He’d assumed it would just happen naturally, like it had done before. He thought that, before long, they ought to talk to a doctor but he’d not dared raise the subject with Harriet. Suppose she told him she’d changed her mind?

Suppose she told him she was in love with someone else?

Jasper was back now, breathing heavily, his tongue lolling.

‘Let’s go,’ Andy said but the dog was off again, shooting along the path that skirted the cliff edge ahead. Andy refrained from calling him back. At least one of them was enjoying himself out here.

If only they hadn’t lost that baby. With a child on her hands Harriet wouldn’t be out working, at least not full-time in that trendy new health complex where she could meet all kinds of sporty guys and thrusting office types. She and Andy would have been a proper team, building a home together and, maybe, they’d have managed to have more kids.

Well, they still might turn it around and have that family. Whatever his wife thought, Andy was not prepared to throw in the towel just yet. Harriet might think he was a financial screw-up, a wage slave with no ambition, but he was about to prove her wrong. When he was back training in his own right, with a yard full of potential Classic winners, let her look him in the face and say she didn’t want him any more.

He glanced at his watch. Time to get back down. He whistled for Jasper but there was no pounding of doggy paws in response. He shouted. Still the animal did not appear.

What had the silly dog got up to? Andy strode down the path in the direction Jasper had taken. Fifty yards ahead, the small bank of grass and undergrowth that separated the footpath from the cliff edge had been eroded and Andy knew that, on the other side, there was a sheer drop to the beach a hundred feet below.

‘Jasper!’ he bellowed and broke into a run.




Chapter Two

Diane Connor had good hair, thick, lustrous and able to withstand most things fashion demanded - which was just as well, in Harriet’s opinion. Diane was one of her best customers chiefly because she was always requesting some new colour or cut. Maybe it was because she used to be a model, but if I had her money, Harriet thought, I’d find better things to do than have my hair restyled every five minutes.

Diane was more than just a regular customer. At some point in the low period after the end of Harriet’s affair, she’d become a friend. Or, at any rate, someone to confide in over a glass of wine on the nights Andy was working late at the yard. There were many advantages to her company, among them that Diane knew nothing about racehorses and cared less. Also, which was even more important, she knew no one connected with Andy or Beach Head yard.

‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ she’d said at the end of Harriet’s tense whispered confession about Andy virtually catching her in bed with Robin, ‘you’ve got to stop beating yourself up. Don’t tell me your Andy wouldn’t jump on some horny little stable girl if he got the chance.’

‘He wouldn’t.’ Harriet spoke with complete certainty.

‘Lucky you. I’m never certain quite what Maurice gets up to when he’s off on one of his trips.’

‘Doesn’t that worry you?’

‘Up to a point. If I had proof he was cheating on me I’d cut his balls off.’ Diane crunched into a peanut to emphasise her point. ‘But I do think old married couples should give each other room to breathe.’ And she’d smiled a sly grin which Harriet had taken to mean she wasn’t the only sinner at the table.

Room to breathe - that had struck a chord and still did. Andy smothered her sometimes. She was committed to him for the long haul but didn’t he realise that sometimes she needed room to breathe?

‘I hope,’ said Diane now, grinning at Harriet in the mirror, ‘that I can rely on your full attention.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You’re like some kid drooling outside a sweet shop.’ Diane cast her eyes sideways, indicating the window to her left and the spectacle of Martin.

The Cut Above hair salon was on the first floor of the complex, hence its name, which Harriet found cringeworthy. The view was useful, however. Apart from the tennis courts, she could keep an eye on the café concourse below and the car park. A couple of times she’d had an early sight of Andy’s battered Escort nosing into a space. Not that she’d been doing anything she shouldn’t but she didn’t like to be taken unprepared. As she had been by Diane’s remark.

‘Is it that obvious?’

‘Only to me. Because I know your guilty little secret.’

For a second Harriet wondered whether she should have confided in Diane but what was the point of a girlfriend like her if she didn’t? Anyway, she was the only one who knew. Apart from Zoe, of course.

‘I must say,’ Diane continued, ‘he does look rather fine on court, much sexier than cuddly Ken.’

Ken was the senior tennis coach. He gave Diane regular lessons which, according to her, made absolutely no difference to her ability. Harriet wondered why she bothered - until she reminded herself that Diane was in the business of filling up her leisure hours. It was all right for some.

‘Did Martin ever try to make it as a professional?’ Diane asked. ‘I mean, is he actually any good?’

‘He was in the final of Junior Wimbledon. Then he had knee trouble and decided to pack it in.’

Martin had told Harriet about it the first time  they lay squeezed together in his narrow bed, a shaft of spring sunshine from the high small windows falling across their bodies, an orchestra playing in the background - Brahms, Martin had told her; it was all very romantic. ‘The doctors said I stood a risk of permanent damage,’ he’d explained as she lovingly examined the swollen contours of his right kneecap. ‘So you’d better be gentle with me.’ She’d been more than that.

‘Why is it, do you think,’ Diane continued, ‘that I only ever see him teaching girls?’

Really?

‘He has lots of male pupils.’

‘Like her down there in a pink skirt?’

Across the net from Martin on the court below was a lanky teenager.

‘So what? I’m told he’s a very good teacher,’ Harriet said defensively. Diane was just teasing but, in her opinion, it was hardly a subject suitable for jokes.

Out on the court below the players were packing up. The girl in the pink skirt was bending over to pick up balls, revealing an enviable length of teenage leg. Was Martin enjoying the show? For a second Harriet’s stomach lurched in panic, till she saw the blond figure below looking up in her direction. He often looked up at her window - thinking of her, he said, though she was hidden behind the blue-tinted glass. This time he held his racquet up in a salute.

Silly boy, she’d tell him that he really ought to be more discreet.

 



Zoe Morris drove back from Newmarket with the horses. It was a fair old ride from Suffolk to Somerset in the lorry and she didn’t expect to be back much before ten. As a rule, when they were riding at the same meetings, she travelled with Pat and those journeys were one of the high points of the week. Pat drove his Audi like the wind and always knew some interesting spot to stop off, from rock-and-roll transport caffs to country-park hotels. He’d chauffeured her all through last summer - her first full season as an apprentice jockey - and by the end of it she was head over heels in love. By then, of course, the stopovers had turned into all-nighters, followed by a hectic dash in the small hours to get her to Beach Head stables on time to muck out. Not that Zoe cared about missing a few hours of sleep. She was twenty-one and out to make the most of it - she had the rest of her life to doze off.

Nowadays she and Pat didn’t have to stop off anywhere to enjoy some time alone, not since his housemate had left and Zoe had moved in with him. It was only a few weeks ago but she felt like they were a proper couple, as good as married. Like Harriet and Andy - only, God forbid, not remotely like Harriet and Andy at all. She would never use Pat the way her sister used her husband. She had no  idea if her romance with Pat would last - he was her first serious boyfriend - but she was determined to give it the best shot she could. And she’d certainly never look at another man while she was committed to him. It wouldn’t be right.

That afternoon she’d turned down a lift from another jockey who’d said he was going to Taunton and offered to take a detour to drop her off. Zoe had a pretty good idea what kind of detour he had in mind and she’d not been impressed. She supposed she could have strung him along and got back to Somerset faster but it wasn’t the kind of game she liked to play. So she’d opted for the horse box with old Ted at the wheel, who wasn’t the world’s greatest conversationalist. But she didn’t mind. Nothing could spoil the glow of satisfaction that the afternoon’s race meeting had given her.

A win at the headquarters of racing. Her first. If she had to give up tomorrow, no one could ever say she wasn’t a decent rider. Look at the record book, she’d say. And there’d be a DVD of it too; Pat had promised to set the recorder.

Pat had been so generous to her since she’d gatecrashed his life. He’d not raised a murmur when she’d started rearranging his place. ‘Just leave my study alone,’ he’d said. Since the study was little more than a broom cupboard, with barely room for a chair, a computer and a pile of riding kit, she was happy to steer clear. She’d gone to town on the rest of the place, though, and he’d let her.  She thought he might object to the squashy pink cushions she’d bought for the bedroom but he’d just rolled his eyes and said that if they were what she wanted, he guessed he could live with them.

Since she’d moved in, Pat had been lovely to her in every way. The moment she’d left the changing room and turned her phone back on, Pat had been on the line saying how thrilled he was for her.

‘You’re a little star,’ he said, sounding as happy as if he’d had a hatful of winners himself. ‘I’ll be down at the yard tonight - I can’t wait to see you.’

‘What did you make of Pipsqueak?’ she asked.

‘Just not good enough, I suppose.’

‘I don’t believe it, he’s been going so well!’

‘Yeah, I know. Maybe he needs more time. He’ll be OK.’

How could he sound so upbeat about it? Poor Pat. It would have been great if they both could have won today. It rather took the gloss off her own victory.

Her phone rang above the drone of the engine and she grabbed it. She hoped it was Pat again for a bit of sweet talking, in which case she’d better be careful. Ted might not say much but there was nothing wrong with his hearing.

But it was Harriet and her heart sank, just a little. Zoe knew what her sister was after when she rang at the end of the afternoon.

Harriet launched straight into it. ‘I know you’re at Newmarket but if anyone asks, you and me are  doing a bit of late-night shopping in Bridgwater, OK?’

‘Anyone’ meant Andy. It was awkward seeing him every day at the yard when she knew Harriet was cheating on him. Zoe hated lying to him and it was wrong of Harriet to ask her. But how could she not support her elder sister? On this occasion, however, Zoe couldn’t help out.

‘I can’t. I’m coming back in the lorry and won’t be back till late.’

‘Does Andy know where you are?’

‘Of course.’

‘OK.’ Harriet didn’t sound happy. ‘I’ll think of something else.’

‘Aren’t you going to ask me how I got on? I had a winner. My first at Newmarket.’

‘Really? Tell me about it tomorrow. I’ve got to go.’

Zoe put the phone away, glad that she wasn’t going to be implicated in whatever Harriet was up to - a session with Martin no doubt. She wondered where it would end. She didn’t know all the details of Harriet’s love life but she knew enough. There’d been the affair with Robin two years ago and Andy had virtually caught them red-handed. That had been embarrassing because Harriet had dragged her into it and she’d had to lie to Andy. Harriet had sworn faithfully she’d never jeopardise her marriage like that again and Zoe had believed her. But now Harriet had fallen for a tennis coach - Martin. She’d wanted Zoe to meet him but Zoe  wasn’t having any of that. She just hoped Harriet got over him quickly before there was trouble.

Given her sister’s tormented love life, Zoe wasn’t surprised she hadn’t been impressed by victory at Newmarket. Trust family to bring you down to earth and Harriet was the only family she’d got.

Just as well she loved her big sister.

 



Martin lived a mere ten-minutes’ walk from the health centre. All the same, Harriet drove them there because, when you only had a few hours, time was precious. She parked her little blue Clio round the corner as a token precaution and turned off her mobile.

This was her third or fourth visit and she’d yet to see Martin’s landlady who let him two rooms at the top of the house. He claimed old Emily was deaf and Harriet hoped that was the case as the ceilings were thin.

After Zoe said she couldn’t cover for her, Harriet had been inclined to put Martin off. But his look of disappointment when she told him she couldn’t make it forced her to relent. His blue eyes had clouded in pain and for a second she’d glimpsed a small boy in the man’s face. He’d recovered quickly but that flash of hurt had got to her. He wanted her so badly.

So she told Chrissie on reception that if Andy should call, she’d be home late as she’d lost a filling and the dentist was staying open specially to fix it.  Chrissie probably didn’t believe her but Harriet didn’t give two hoots either way. She drove to Martin’s place hot with anticipation, as eager for him now as he was for her. His long lean frame seemed to fill up the small car.

Being so close to him was intoxicating. She felt drunk with his presence. But there were things she had to say before she surrendered to him entirely.

‘Have you just started teaching that girl in a pink skirt?’ she said as they reached the top of the stairs.

‘Young Haley? Yeah.’

‘She looked old enough to me. Are you sure you wouldn’t rather be bringing her back here?’

He had his arm round her waist, his eyes sparkling as he waltzed her through the door to his bedroom.

‘A pretty little teenager who worships you,’ she said, turning her head so that his mouth grazed her cheek. ‘No strings. No sneaking around. Better than an old married lady.’

This time his lips found hers and he shut her up with a kiss. Delicious. But she couldn’t give in just yet. She was still in control.

She pulled her head back.

‘Well?’

‘She’s just a kid with braces and spots—’

‘And legs that go up to her armpits.’ His hold on her body was thrilling - the urgency in his grip, the heat of his breath on her face.

‘I’m not interested in her, Harriet, I only want  you. Just you. You’re the most fantastic woman I’ve ever met.’

Mmm. This was what she wanted. She let him pull her blouse from the waistband of her skirt and slip his big eager hands onto the bare skin of her waist.

They were kissing again now and this time, she knew, the words were over. The conversation she’d planned about being more discreet would have to wait. Right now all she wanted was for her athletic lover to pull her clothes off and throw her down on that silly little bed.

But before she had her wish, he surprised her. This time it was he who broke their kiss.

‘I love you, Harriet,’ he said.

She stared deep into his cloudless blue eyes looking for untruths.

There were none.

 



Andy took his phone from his pocket, then replaced it. He’d been repeating the action throughout the past ten minutes.

Harriet would be pissed off if he rang her again. Unless, of course, he had a good reason. Was the fact that Jasper had almost gone over the cliff good enough? The silly hound had gone too close to the edge, thundering after some rabbit no doubt, and had nearly come a complete cropper. Fortunately, a scrubby ledge just under the lip had prevented him tumbling all the way to the unforgiving rocks  below. Andy had had to get down on his belly and inch himself over the edge to get a grip on the panicky animal’s collar.

It had been a close call and both he and the dog had the scratches to prove it.

But was that sufficient grounds to ring his wife? Harriet wouldn’t think so. She’d accuse him of checking up on her and maybe, if he were honest, she’d be right. And he’d get a lecture about not looking after Jasper properly. She never took the dog for walks on the cliff top because she claimed it made her nervous when he went close to the edge.

He’d already called the number at the cottage to remind her he was on late tonight but there’d been no reply. Still, it was only six thirty and the salon stayed open till eight most nights to cater for the after-work crowd. But Harriet hadn’t said she was on the evening shift.

Sod it. He had a right to know where his wife was. He called her number. It rang a few times and transferred him to voicemail. She’d turned it off - why?

He rang the Cut Above reception.

‘Hi. It’s Andy, Harriet’s husband. I was wondering—’

‘She’s not here.’ He recognised the voice. He’d had similar conversations in the past. ‘She went to the dentist to get a tooth fixed.’

He felt a stab of alarm. ‘What happened? Is she all right?’

‘She just said a filling came out. She didn’t look in pain or anything so I wouldn’t worry.’

So that explained it. Harriet must have turned the phone off when she was in the dentist’s surgery.

He heard the sound of a car pulling up in the yard and put his phone away. He really had to get a grip. It was stupid to be paranoid about her every move. Especially when other things were going so well.

Outside, Jack was getting out of Pat’s car.

‘That flaming Pipsqueak,’ the trainer said without preamble. ‘He’s a mystery wrapped up in a puzzle.’

Andy nodded, looking suitably grave.

Behind Jack, Pat looked Andy in the eye and winked.

‘I swear,’ Jack continued, ‘he’s one of the best two-year-olds I’ve ever had in my hands but he won’t do it when it counts. I can’t work him out.’

‘If you can’t, boss, then nobody can,’ said Andy.

Jack didn’t appear to hear. He shook his head, his face sombre, looking his age for once.

‘Cheer up,’ said Pat. ‘He wasn’t far off today. I’ve a feeling we’ll crack it next time out.’

Andy and Pat watched as the older man made his way across the courtyard to the path that led to his house.

‘Poor old boy, makes me feel like a right bastard,’ Andy said when he was sure the trainer was out of earshot.

‘Me, too.’

‘Bollocks. You’re loving this, aren’t you? “I’ve a feeling we’ll crack it next time.”’ Andy mimicked the jockey’s faint Irish brogue.

‘And so we will.’ Pat’s grin was wide - and infectious. Andy found himself smiling too. There was nothing like contemplating a life-changing pile of cash to lift a man’s spirits.

‘What’s the joke, lads?’

Andy hadn’t noticed the thin sandy-haired man standing just a few yards off. That was often the way with Joe Parkin, the travelling head lad. He cropped up where you didn’t expect him.

‘Why are you looking so cheerful?’ he repeated.

Andy ignored the question and Pat walked back to his car with a hand raised in farewell. Joe regularly had the effect of sending people scurrying in the opposite direction.

‘I didn’t know you were back,’ said Andy. Joe’s job involved him going to meetings to supervise the care of the animals. He often travelled in the horse box though not today, obviously, for Pipsqueak was still on the road.

Joe ignored the remark. ‘It’s about Pipsqueak, isn’t it?’

‘What?’

‘You heard.’ A knowing smile fluttered along his thin lips. ‘Pipsqueak should have strolled that race. He had nothing to beat but he could hardly drag himself across the line at the end.’

Andy wondered if Joe was simply being nosy or whether he’d had a bob or two on Pipsqueak. More likely, knowing Joe, he’d tipped the horse to a punter who’d watched his money go west.

‘Look, Joe, there’s plenty of horses who look good on the gallops and not all of them shape up when it counts.’

Joe shook his head. ‘Not this one. I’ve sat on him and I know I’m not wrong. Jack’s the best judge of a horse in the county and even he can’t work it out.’

Andy shrugged. ‘Don’t look at me, mate. I wasn’t even there.’

But Joe was looking at him, his pale boiled-sweet eyes glistening with an interest Andy could do without. ‘This isn’t the first time I’ve noticed you looking suspiciously cheerful. There’s been hooky things going on here for months. What are you up to?’

Andy was getting annoyed. Time to pull rank. ‘Watch your mouth, Parkin.’ Andy had made sergeant in his military days and the knowledge came in handy. ‘You’re not so essential to this operation that you can go around making unfounded accusations.’

The pale eyes blinked but Joe stood his ground. He was a persistent little sod.

‘Don’t be like that, Andy. I’m just interested, that’s all.’

‘There’s nothing to be interested in.’

‘Course not, no. But we’re mates, right?’

That’s not how Andy would have described their relationship but he didn’t want to make an enemy of him.

‘Sure.’

‘So, just give me the nod when Pipsqueak’s really going to show, will you?’

‘Joe, I haven’t got a clue how he’s going to perform.’

‘If you say so. You’re the head man.’

And finally, flashing his irritating grin, the lad lolloped off.

Andy watched him go, his earlier satisfaction now frayed at the edges. But there was no need to worry. Joe might be an annoying little toerag but he couldn’t prove a thing.




Chapter Three

Zoe didn’t think of herself as pretty, let alone beautiful. It was true there had always been plenty of boys after her but she’d thought that was because she laughed at their jokes and wasn’t stand-offish like some girls. She’d grown up in the shadow of her sister who, in Zoe’s opinion, was a genuine beauty with thick copper-red hair and commanding green eyes. It was only natural Pat should say she’d got it all wrong and that she was the real looker of the two sisters. Even if Zoe had a face like an old boot, Pat would be bound to pay her compliments - he was going out with her, not Harriet.

If she were honest, Zoe would concede that she was lucky with her clear hazel eyes and the fact that she found it easy to smile, so people thought her approachable and happy-go-lucky. Sunny and shallow, that’s me, she said to herself, not dark and deep like Harriet. If she’d had the choice, Zoe wasn’t sure which of the two personalities she  would have opted for. But there was no choice and she didn’t intend to spend time brooding on what couldn’t be altered.

For all that, she’d like to have altered the gossip column in that day’s Racing Beacon. She knew she had a large mouth but in the photo her grin was so wide her face looked all teeth and her eyes were screwed up, almost reduced to slits. The text beneath the picture read:

 Distracting beauty saddles up at Nottingham  Racing’s latest lovely, Beach Head yard’s inform apprentice Zoe Morris, takes over the reins of Pipsqueak at Nottingham this afternoon. So far the two-year-old has shown little on the course but perhaps the female touch can change his fortunes. Or maybe canny old Jack Lucas - who knows a good-looking filly when he sees one - is relying on his eye-catching jockey to distract the opposition.





Her heart had sunk the moment Andy had shown her the paper in the yard this morning. How embarrassing! How was she going to face the other jockeys? It was the last thing she needed on a day when she already felt under heavy pressure. Pat had been jocked off Pipsqueak in her favour and that was bad enough.

The decision had been made a few days after the race at Bath. Jack had called her into the office and told her.

‘I couldn’t do that to Pat,’ she’d blurted out.

‘Don’t be daft, my lass. You’ll do just what I tell you. If you want to be a proper jockey you’ll grab your chances with both hands.’
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