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About the Book




Point-to-point jockey Jess Haddon has maintained a resolute silence about the identity of the father of her little daughter, Izzy.  But that hasn’t stopped the rumours swirling around their small Dorset village:  Izzy’s adoring grandmother Belinda is not the only one who believes Jess must have had a fling with charming Johnnie Bearsden before he moved to America with his wife and children.


Belinda is certain Jess’s secret cannot be kept for ever.  And when she discovers Johnnie is back in the area, she knows everything is about to change.  Sooner or later the story must break, and when it does, there will be such terrible consequences.
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Chapter One

Tom knew there was something wrong as soon as he saw the mare in the paddock. It took two men to lead her up, and even then she swung her quarters about, her back arched like a cat, her neck dark and steaming with sweat. Tom caught hold of the stirrup leather. ‘For God’s sake, Jess!’ he pleaded. ‘Get off while you can! She’s bloody dangerous!’

‘She’ll be all right,’ Jess muttered, resenting the interference, her face pale and set under the bright blue silk of her helmet. Ignoring him, she collected up the reins, concentrating on keeping her balance on the tiny racing saddle which was slippery and wet from the slanting February rain. ‘She’s only a baby. It’s her first race. She’ll settle when we’re away from the crowds.’ Leaning down the mare’s neck, she spoke to the owner, who was bracing his shoulder against the mare’s chest in an attempt to keep her steady. ‘Ask if I can go down to the start early, Mr Dawlish. She’ll get worse here in the paddock, with the other horses and the people.’

The man looked up and nodded and the drops of rain which had collected on the peak of his cap shook themselves free to bounce down the front of his waxed jacket.

Tom let go his hold, knowing he was wasting his time. Jess would do what she wanted as usual. She wouldn’t  listen. He watched as Ted Dawlish and his burly son, both farmers and heavy plant contractors, who trained the horse at home on a bleak Dorset hill, hustled the frantic mare onto the track and let her go, scuttling out of range of her flying heels as she bounded and bucked away from them.

With any luck Jess will fall off before she gets to the start, thought Tom gloomily, turning up the collar of his coat. It was freezing, with an icy wind blowing grey sheets of rain out of an iron coloured sky. The nylon knees of his breeches clung to his legs in a wet, transparent film and his thin-soled racing boots were sodden. Ted Dawlish came to stand beside him, carrying the lead rope, his son folding the blanket they had whipped off the mare’s back in the paddock.

Sensing Tom’s disapproval, he said, ‘She’ll settle all right. That’s a good little mare, that is. Full sister to Flying Fish. She’ll win a race, she will.’

‘Not this one,’ said Tom dourly. ‘She shouldn’t be on a racecourse yet. She’s not ready.’

‘That’s your opinion.’ The two men turned their backs, squinting into the stinging rain, to watch their mare’s erratic progress between the white rails of the track.

Tom threaded his way through the punters who had gathered round the paddock to have a look at the horses for the maiden race. At this late stage of the afternoon the point-to-point crowds had thinned and only the diehards remained, hunched into waterproof coats, backs turned to the wind, damp racecards gripped between numb fingers. The ground beneath their feet had been turned to mud and was littered with the bright shreds of discarded betting slips.  The commentator’s voice was announcing the runners and riders, fourteen in all, with Miss Jessica Haddon on Mr Edward Dawlish’s Flying Fancy gone down early to the start.

Tom ducked under the rails and crossed the track to the far side, away from the flapping white trade tents where the displays of saddlery and racks of outdoor clothes were being dismantled and loaded into the backs of vans. It would have been a bad day for the retailers, he thought. Nobody wanted to browse round the stalls in this sort of weather. From the far side of the course he could look away over open country, across the vale to the west, from where the weather was coming. The distance was swallowed by pillows of cloud, the grey of the sky melting into the grey of the winter fields. A line of crooked thorn trees, hunched against the wind, marked the top of the ridge to his right. Down below, in the wet of a winding valley, he could just see some bedraggled ewes, their heavy fleeces dirty and hanging from their bellies in shreds, and the tiny white scraps which were their lambs. Poor little buggers, he thought. What a miserable start to life.

Using his binoculars, he could see down to the start of the course. Jess was trying to steady Fancy, riding her in circles, but she was spooking and shying, her head in the air, fighting the bit, not listening. Tom felt a knot in his stomach but he knew that had it been him down there he would not have felt this fear. Jess would only be aware of the strung-up animal beneath her. She would be concentrating on trying to give the horse confidence, to calm her nerves, to get her to settle.

He wiped his wet hair out of his eyes and noticed his  hands looked purple with cold, his knuckles white. He had to lose so much weight to race ride that the bones of his wrists jutted in knobs from his strong forearms. He looked like a concentration camp victim, his mother complained, hating to see the hollow angles of his face and his eyes sunk in their sockets. ‘It’s only for a few months, Mum,’ he’d said. ‘You can fatten me up again in June.’ Still, it was a struggle that got harder as he got older. Over six foot and now twenty-seven, it took determination and iron will to get down to under eleven stone. It was different for Jess who was as slim as a reed, although she was quite tall. She had to carry a weight cloth, even with today’s ten-pound allowance for a five-year-old mare.

Now the huntsman, his black horse cantering crabwise, head down into the weather, ears flat back, was escorting the other runners down to the start. The sound of the horn floated away on a vicious gust as the splash of the red hunt coat led the field of bright racing colours, yellow, pink, orange, green, into the grey distance.

Tom refocused on Jess’s mare who stood rooted to the spot, transfixed by the other horses cantering towards her. She’ll explode in a minute, he thought. She won’t stay still for long.

‘What the hell is she riding?’ said a voice at his elbow. He looked round to see two of the girls who worked with Jess at Ken Andrews’ point-to-point stable: little Moira, her dark hair wet against her cheeks, the hood of her waterproof coat pulled low, and the head lass, Rhona, who was known to prefer horses to men by a wide margin. Her nose was red from the cold and her glasses were streaked with rain.

‘A youngster of Ted Dawlish’s. It’s never run before.’

‘Jesus!’ said Rhona, shaking her head.

‘She got offered the ride just before the race,’ said Tom. ‘You know Jess. She won’t turn down anything.’

‘How did it behave in the paddock?’

‘Mad!’ sighed Tom. ‘Dawlish and his son couldn’t hold her. She was nearly climbing over the rails. Jess asked to go down to the start early.’

Rhona sniffed and pulled a disapproving face. ‘Those two couldn’t train water to run down a drain,’ she said. ‘That mare’s not ready to run, is she? She’s too ignorant.’ She saw it at the start of every season, these hair-raising introductions of young horses to racing. ‘Jess is good, though, Tom,’ she added. She could see how he was feeling. His face looked white and strained. ‘She’s a sensitive rider. You know that. She’ll get the best out of the mare. I hate to see Carl or one of the other blokes bullying a youngster round. Jess won’t do that.’

‘If you ask me, she’s nuts,’ said Moira. ‘I’m surprised she does it, to tell you the truth, what with Izzy and all. It seems, like, irresponsible.’

Tom said nothing. He knew that Moira and Jess did not get on. He wasn’t going to criticise Jess in front of her, anyway.

‘Are they here?’ asked Rhona. ‘Izzy and Jess’s mum?’

‘No, thank goodness,’ said Tom. ‘Belinda hates it when Jess is riding. She can’t bear to watch. Izzy wanted to come but Jess persuaded her it was too cold. She’s only six, remember.’

‘They’re lining up,’ said Rhona, peering down the course. ‘They’ll be off in a minute.’

Moira turned her back on the driving rain. She could not pretend she was interested. As far as she was concerned, Jess could break her neck if that’s what she wanted. You had to be off your head to sit on an unknown young horse for the first time and set out to gallop for three miles over eighteen stiff brush fences in the company of a lot of other novices. It annoyed her to hear everyone saying that Jess was so brave, as if it was something to be proud of. Foolhardy, she’d call it, and wanting to draw attention to herself. Wanting to win. That’s what got up her nose.

She glanced at Tom who had his field glasses concentrated on the start. She had always fancied him. He was tall and lean with a lot of wild, curly, dark hair which he wore in a shaggy mop, more out of not caring what he looked like than affectation. His face was long and thin with lines running down his cheeks which deepened when he smiled. He looked somehow poetic and romantic, she thought, like an old-fashioned hero who would come cantering up on a white horse and doff his tall hat at simpering girls in bonnets and empire-line dresses. He wasn’t the type she usually went for – loud, joshing, red-faced young men who got dressed up for Saturday night and drank themselves stupid with their mates. Tom was quiet, a bit serious; and sharp-faced, clever little Moira knew instinctively that he was a good bet.

He was classy, that was it, she thought. He had a posh voice, but not like some of them she’d come across, not braying like a bloody donkey, and he had good manners. He could muck around and have a laugh but you knew he’d never take it too far because there was a gentleness  about him. He really was like a bloke in a film, she thought. One of those films where the hero is a bit hopeless but you can see from the beginning that he has potential. He’s only got to meet the right girl, take his glasses off and square his jaw, and suddenly he’s a sex god. Anyhow, he was wasted on Jess, who was so busy proving herself that she didn’t have time for anybody else. Moira nestled in close behind him.

‘I’m sheltering, Tom,’ she said, leaning her head against his wet coat. Being small and pretty, she hoped to bring out his protective side, which, God knows, Jess wasn’t interested in.

Down at the start Jess was conscious of nothing but the chestnut mare. She could sense the tension, made up in equal parts of fear and excitement, pulsing through Fancy’s body like an electrical charge. She talked to her softly, keeping a hand on the trembling neck where the veins stood out like ropes under the thin skin. She kept a gentle pressure with her seat and legs, trying to keep her moving forward while staying out of the way of the other horses, which were all inexperienced, all unpredictable, wheeling and fretting along the start line, several striking out wildly with hind legs in a frenzy of excitement.

The rain was coming in almost horizontally but at least they would have it at their backs for the first half-mile or so, before the loop at the bottom of the course and the long haul back up the hill. Jess pulled her goggles down over her eyes with one hand and adjusted her whip. She had to be ready for the starter’s flag, ready to give the mare the  signal to set off and then try to settle her down as well as she could towards the first fence. She aimed to tuck her in behind the other horses and keep to the rails, well out of the way. Mr Dawlish said she jumped like a stag, but Jess knew enough about owners to discount that as any true indication of the mare’s ability.

The horses milling in front of her were suddenly involved in some sort of nervous fracas. She could hear swearing and the starter shouting for them to get back and then the flag came down and they were off.

Fancy began badly, unwilling to start and running sideways across the track before Jess got her straight and moving forward. By then the others were galloping away from her and she was caught in their slipstream of flying mud and clods of earth. Jess managed to get in by the rails but the mare was still resisting, throwing her head in the air to avoid taking up the bit. Jess kept calm, pushing her forward gently until suddenly, realising that she was being left behind, Fancy lowered her head and bounded down the track, chasing after the others, desperate to catch them.

Jess pulled at the wet reins, trying to establish some sort of contact to make the mare slow down. A working gallop was what she wanted but now she was being run away with down the course and it seemed no time before the first fence was approaching as a dark line, growing thicker and higher with every stride. Up in front, the leaders met it in a bunch and flowed over but a following horse refused at the last moment, sliding into the groundboard, causing the one behind to run out through the wings. The white  plastic tubes buckled and gave way and the jockey fell off at the feet of the St John ambulance men.

Jess was conscious of the commotion but could not take her eyes off the point where Fancy must take off. Although she was tugging hard on alternate reins she was having no effect on the speed at which they were bearing down on the fence. God, we’re going to crash, she thought, with a sudden stab of real terror as the mare ignored her signal to take off and rushed in too close, almost into the bottom of the fence. Then, at the last moment, Jess felt her gather herself to leave the ground and somehow her speed was enough to fling her over, but only just. They landed in a heap on the other side with bits of brush flying through the air behind them.

Jess was thrown up the mare’s neck as she scrabbled to keep her feet and by the time she was back in the saddle, Fancy was galloping again in another wild, uncontrollable flight after the others.

A shower of mud splattered against Jess’s goggles as they overtook a back runner and Fancy pulled and snatched at the bit, the wet reins sliding through the fingers of Jess’s sodden gloves. The next fence was close and they were still galloping flat out. There was nothing Jess could do but sit tight and hope that speed would get them over once again. The dark slope of tightly packed birch loomed ahead but the mare had her head down now, nearly between her knees, boring along. Jess shouted out loud as she gave her the signal to take off and, miraculously, she did, too low, too fast, but enough to get them over, ready for the long run to the open ditch.

This was the moment to try and settle her, now that the  frenzied galloping had taken the edge off her nervous energy. Jess worked hard to bring the horse between her hands and legs, to soften her iron hold on the bit and to tuck her hindquarters under to steady her stride, and gradually she felt her respond. They were coming up to the public enclosures and she was vaguely conscious of crowds against the rails and the loudspeaker, and of the horses ahead of her and a few behind. Another hundred yards and they were closing on the next fence, the orange ground rail marking the ditch before the jump. The mare was going beautifully, coming in straight, head up and ears pricked, concentrating for the first time. Jess knew she was going to get it right and, sitting down, she drove her forward and felt her leap, soaring over the fence and landing galloping on the other side. The speed and power hit Jess like a blow on the chest and she cried out in exhilaration. If she could keep Fancy jumping like that they would be fine. They would get round safe and sound.

Now they had reached the bottom end of the course and as they swung round the curve of rails, she could see the rest of the runners ploughing up the long hill in front of them and then the force of the weather hit her head on. Her goggles streamed with mud and water and she ducked her head lower as they ran into the buffeting wind.

As they closed on the next jump, it seemed as if they would overhaul a grey horse which was labouring through the heavy ground and had already run out of steam. It was making a lot of effort but hardly going forward and they came into the fence almost side by side. When the grey refused and swerved to the side, Jess tried to remind the  mare what she had to do, but Fancy was distracted and unbalanced and at the instant when she should have taken off, Jess knew that their luck had run out. Fancy hardly left the ground, hit the guard rail with a crack like an exploding gun and catapulted over the fence. Jess was flung out of the saddle and into an arc through the air and as she started to fall she saw the mare’s hind legs upside down against the grey sky above her head. The next moment she smacked into the ground and her mouth was full of mud.

‘Come on, Izzy! Get a move on!’ said Belinda Haddon to her granddaughter, but Izzy was not to be hurried. Squatting down in front of the hen house, she peered into the dark interior, breathing heavily as she counted the scaly legs which she could see in neat pairs on the perch within.

‘Come on, Izzy! It’s freezing. They’ll all be inside on an afternoon like this.’

‘I have to check,’ said Izzy in a reprimanding tone. ‘You never know. Just think if one of them wasn’t and was shut out all night long in the rain!’

Oh dear, thought Belinda, she does make heavy going of everything. She tucked her hands deeper in the pockets of her old jacket. It was the nastiest sort of February afternoon. The sort of damp cold which got into your bones. At last, Izzy stood up, satisfied. Her round, freckled face under the hood of her coat was pink from the cold and her glasses were streaked with rain. Painfully slow, she shut the flap door and secured the bolt, while Belinda tried to be patient. At last the job was done and she caught hold of Izzy’s wet mittened hand and turned back towards the cottage.

It was nearly dark although it was only half past three. Squares of golden light shone into the gloom from the kitchen and sitting-room windows. Belinda longed to be back beside the fire but first they must fill the log basket and then take Snowy a little way down the lane. They had already thrown some hay over the fence for Bonnet, Izzy’s small square pony, who stood stoically with water pouring down her woolly sides, bottom thrust into the shelter of the hedge. Jess was supposed to have left a hay net ready but, typically, she had forgotten, and Belinda was not going to hang about outside for any longer than was necessary.

She was surprised that Izzy had allowed her to get away with a short cut like that. She had only protested a bit, saying, ‘But Granny, it’s wasteful. Bonnet’ll stand on the hay and it will get muddy and spoiled.’

‘Oh bugger that!’ Belinda said under her breath, and out loud, ‘It won’t matter, darling. Not just for once. Bonnet won’t mind. She’ll just be glad to have her tea.’

Calling Snowy, the cheerful white mongrel with a patch over one eye and one black ear, Belinda and Izzy let themselves out of the gate onto the lane. The gate was rotting, like everything else, thought Belinda, and had to be pushed hard to open. It was no use complaining to her landlord when she knew from bitter experience that he would do nothing about it. The rent of Rosebay Cottage was low in recognition of the fact that he spent as little as possible on maintenance.

The lane wound away between tall naked trees, oak and sycamore, and the blackthorn hedge reared up gloomily on either side. The ditches were full and overflowing so that the surface of the lane streamed with water and eddies of  small stones and twigs. Snowy trotted along gaily, undeterred by the weather, his tail in the air, his rather rude bottom looking cheerful as usual. Wreathed in smiles was how Belinda thought of it. Once an inner-city stray, Snowy treated every day of his rescued life with a determined and touching optimism.

Surreptitiously, Belinda consulted her watch. The last race would be over now and she could begin to relax. As far as she knew, Jess had three rides and, all being well, would now be drinking coffee and eating ham rolls in the lorry with the other yard staff, her job done for the day. She could imagine the steamed-up windows, the laughter, the horses rugged and bandaged, their manes crinkly from the loosened plaits.

Of course, it didn’t always end like that. Belinda did not like to think of the horses which hobbled home or, worse, the empty space in the lorry, the empty stable on the yard. She had seen too many heartbreaking sights to want to go and watch her youngest daughter hurtle along at forty miles an hour on a ton of unpredictable muscle and bone. Three and a half miles over eighteen fences nearly four feet high. It was a mad, dangerous, perilous sport and she wished more than anything that Jess would not do it any more. But it was a waste of time wishing that Jess wouldn’t do something that she wanted to do.

Thank goodness Izzy did not seem to worry. She had not asked what time her mother would be home or even what races she was riding in. Earlier she had been diverted by the jumble sale in the village hall. She’d bought some old-fashioned animal stories and a copy of The Water Babies which  had kept her happy all the afternoon. She’s such a funny little thing, thought Belinda, looking down at the red hooded figure which bobbed along beside her. She could see that Izzy was walking in a special way, turning out her right boot at every other step and then giving a small hop, looking down at her feet and concentrating. Belinda wondered what interior, private game she was playing. She was such a serious, stolid sort of child with none of Jess’s naughty, wild spirit. It was hard to believe that they were mother and daughter. Her father must have been a very different sort of character, Belinda thought, as she so often did. She had a pretty good idea who Izzy’s father was but Jess’s silence on the subject was permanent. It used to bother her in the early days. Partly it was the unfairness of it all – that Jess at nineteen should be wholly responsible for the furious, red-faced bawling bundle that was Izzy. But after swanking round the point-to-point yard with her new baby, giggling with the other girls about the indignity of childbirth and joking about bathing Izzy in a stable bucket, Jess shed the responsibility as soon as she could and it was only a matter of weeks before Izzy was left with Belinda for longer and longer periods.

‘You’re much better with her than me, Mum,’ she’d said. ‘I don’t know what to do with a baby.’ It was hard then not to retort, well, you should have thought of that nine months ago.

In fact, she was a good mother in some ways, thought Belinda. Good at games and stories, good at bikes and swings and teaching Izzy to ride but it didn’t help that Izzy grew up slow and cautious, careful and solemn, and it wasn’t  long before Jess lost patience with the sort of games Izzy liked best

But oh, how Belinda loved her granddaughter. Just feeling the tug of her hand as she hopped down the lane overwhelmed her with such a weight of love that it was hard to breathe. Her solidness, the pink, freckled face, her often surprising humour, the slow smile which, when it came, bunched up and dimpled her round cheeks, her undemanding nature – sometimes Belinda could not think of these things without tears springing into her eyes, because what sort of future did the child have? She should have been growing up in a proper family, with a mother and a father and brothers and sisters, not brought up any old how by her grandmother and her profligate unmarried mother, who had not a bean between them.

‘We’ll turn back at the top of the lane, shall we?’ she said. ‘It’s getting dark so quickly.’

Without replying, Izzy nodded her head. ‘Granny,’ she said, addressing her boots, ‘is time always the same length? Are minutes always the same?’

Belinda considered. ‘I expect a scientist would tell you they were,’ she said. ‘But some seem to go faster than others, don’t they? There’s an expression that talks about time dragging, and I certainly know what that feels like, don’t you?’

Izzy looked up and nodded. ‘Time dragging,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘Like as if you’re pulling it along behind you and it’s really heavy.’

‘That’s it,’ said Belinda.

‘Would you say that this afternoon you and me had been dragging time?’

Belinda looked down at her granddaughter. ‘Well, it’s been a dull sort of day because of the weather,’ she said.

‘And because of Mummy,’ said Izzy in a little voice, looking down and concentrating on her hop and skip.

Belinda tightened her hold on the mitten in her hand and then said, ‘Maybe. A bit. But then, Izzbug, I never think time spent with you is a drag.’

Izzy said nothing. What is she thinking? wondered Belinda. She was so undemanding and undemonstrative that it was hard to know what was going on beneath the placid exterior.

‘Shall we toast some crumpets when we get home?’ Belinda asked after a pause. Rather a greedy child, Izzy was always cheered by food.

‘That’s a good idea, Granny. Yum, yum. Come on, Snowy.’

When they got in, and as Belinda was stacking logs in the lean-to by the back door, she heard the telephone ring.

‘Answer that, will you, darling,’ she called and heard Izzy pick up the receiver.

Rhona started to run as soon as she realised that there had been an accident. Tom was in front of her, his long legs carrying him further and faster and when he glanced back for her, she waved him on and shouted, ‘Don’t wait for us!’ Then she realised that Moira had left her side and melted away into the crowd. It was no surprise. She can’t be bothered, she thought as she ran. She doesn’t care what’s happened to Jess.

Her legs felt weak and ungainly and her long mac caught round her thighs, slowing her down. The turf was cut up by the day’s racing and she tripped and slithered on the  mud and ruts. Stopping to catch her breath, she saw with relief that the mare was up on her feet and two men were trying to catch her, running with spread arms while Fancy galloped about in front of the fence. Jess was still on the ground and Rhona could see that the two St John ambulance men were bending over her.

Rhona started to run again. Oh, please God, she prayed, let her be all right! Jess must be hurt not to have got to her feet and now Rhona saw that the field ambulance was bouncing slowly towards the fence. Nobody else standing along the rails seemed to be taking any notice of the drama that was Jess; their eyes were following the runners who were coming round again for a second time. Rhona could hear the growing thud of hooves behind her and she ducked under the rails as the horses flashed by, a blur of muddied colours and a rush of snorted breaths.

She was out of breath herself and the blood thumped in her ears, but she began to run again as soon as the horses had passed. She saw that Tom had caught the chestnut mare and was leading her round, away from the fence, and that it looked as if they had put Jess on a stretcher and were lifting her into the ambulance. She could see the doors open and a flash of red blanket and then the doors were slammed shut and the ambulance started to move, turning slowly and bumping its way across the field towards the first aid tent. Rhona stopped. There was no point in going on now. She saw Tom vault onto the mare and start to ride her back towards the lorry park, his long legs dangling free of the stirrups. At least the horse is all right, she thought. That, at least, was something.

She’d worked with Ken for seven years and point-to-pointing was her life, but it still made her heart stop to see a fall like that. It took her straight back to when Robert, her fiancé, broke his back, and was turned at that moment from a young man with everything to look forward to into a mumbling vegetable. Eighteen months he’d been like that in the head unit in Bristol before he had the stroke that finally killed him. She’d wept then, for the first time, partly for herself and the white dress which hung under a plastic cover in the wardrobe of her mother’s spare bedroom and partly out of relief for him, that it was all over and he was no longer trapped in that broken body.

It was a mad and dangerous sport and you weren’t in it unless you could take it, that knife edge between glory and disaster. It was the same every time, every race. If anyone asked you why you did it, when so many hours and so much effort culminated in this desperate need for it just to end safely, you couldn’t give an answer. You just did it because you loved it. With this in her mind, Rhona turned into the driving rain and, head down, began the long plod back to the tents.

‘Who is it, Izzy?’ mouthed Belinda, making a querying sort of face at her granddaughter who was holding out the telephone receiver towards her.

Izzy put the receiver back to her ear. ‘Who is it speaking, please?’ she asked politely. She listened to the reply and then said to Belinda, ‘It’s a man with a funny name. Mr Victor.’

Who? wondered Belinda. She kicked off her rubber boots  by the back door and threw her wet coat on the floor.

‘Hello, this is Belinda.’

A man’s voice, a deep, mature voice which she did not recognise, said, ‘Hello, Mrs Haddon. Belinda.’

‘Who is this?’ asked Belinda, bemused.

‘Victor Bradford.’

‘Who?’ Belinda was aware of being rude, of perhaps not recognising someone she should know. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, to give herself time. ‘Victor Bradford?’

‘From the garage.’

‘The garage?’ How stupid she was being. What garage? What Victor? Izzy was standing next to her, intrigued, and Belinda reached out and combed her fingers through her soft, peach-coloured hair, untangling the silky threads. ‘Crumpets,’ she mouthed at her. ‘Get the crumpets out of the larder.’

‘You brought your car in last week. For an MOT.’

‘Oh, yes!’ Now she knew. She remembered now. The big man who owned the garage outside the village. She remembered standing in his overflowing office, writing out an enormous cheque, and how they had talked about the weather, how cold it was. He was rather a nice man, she recollected. He had been apologetic about the size of the bill and had gone through it with her item by item, as if that would make it better.

‘Oh, yes,’ she said again, searching in her mind for a clue as to why he should be on the telephone. She watched Izzy fetch the crumpets and set about trying to open the tough cellophane packaging with a knife.

‘I hope you don’t mind me telephoning,’ he said.

‘No, no,’ she said brightly. What did he want?

‘I just wondered if you were doing anything next Wednesday evening.’

‘Doing anything?’ repeated Belinda. What did he mean? Was he asking her to work in the garage, or something? She imagined taking the place of the large blonde woman she had assumed was his wife, who sat behind the counter in the little shop, spilling over the chair on which she swivelled between the till and the portable television set up on the wall.

‘Yes, I wondered if you would like to come to a concert. I’ve been given tickets for a show at the Pier Theatre in Bournemouth.’

Belinda was astonished. Was the man, this Victor, asking her out? On a date? It sounded like it.

‘Well, how very kind of you,’ she said, recovering her manners. ‘That’s such a lovely thought and I’m so sorry that it won’t be possible.’

‘Won’t be possible?’ He sounded disappointed.

‘No, I’m so sorry.’ She would have to do better than this. ‘You see, I’m afraid that . . .’ What could she say? ‘My daughter is out that night and I’m looking after my granddaughter. ’ Relief. That sounded quite plausible and was almost true.

‘Oh. I see. Well, that’s a pity. We could have had a bite of supper after. Maybe another time?’

Belinda put a hand to her mouth. Was this a joke? Was someone making fun of her? No one had asked her out for years. She couldn’t remember when.

‘I know you’re a widow, see, and I lost my wife two years ago.’

Belinda murmured sympathetically.

‘So, I thought . . .’

‘Yes, well, that was very kind. A kind thought.’

‘So you wouldn’t mind if I asked you again?’

‘Um, well.’ What could she say? It was so hard to be discouraging without sounding rude. ‘It might be difficult.’

‘Oh, so there’s someone else, is there?’

This was becoming absurd. ‘No.’ She laughed defensively. ‘Certainly not. No, no one else. You see, I’m not really interested in that sort of thing.’

‘Ah,’ said Victor. ‘I see. Well, I might just keep trying then. Keep hoping. Maybe you’ll change your mind. Just friendship, that’s all. Just for the company.’

‘Yes, of course. Well, it was very kind of you. Really it was. Now, I’m afraid I must go. My granddaughter is about to have a serious accident with a kitchen knife!’ She laughed brightly to cover her embarrassment.

‘You’d better go then,’ said Victor in a solemn tone.

‘Yes, well, goodbye then.’

‘Goodbye.’

Belinda put down the telephone and met Izzy’s offended stare.

‘Granny,’ she objected. ‘I’m not! I’m not about to have an accident. I’m being careful.’

‘I know, darling. I had to say that. To get off the telephone.’

‘Who was it?’ asked Izzy. ‘Who was that man? He’ll think I’m a silly baby now. What did he want?’

‘Oh,’ said Belinda. ‘I don’t know what he wanted, really. I don’t know him at all, but he asked me if I would like to go to a concert with him.’

‘Why don’t you want to?’ asked Izzy. ‘It would be nice, wouldn’t it?’

‘Oh no, I don’t think so. We wouldn’t have anything to talk about. We don’t know each other, you see.’

‘Oh,’ said Izzy. ‘That’s funny. Asking people you don’t know.’

She was too clever by half, thought Belinda. ‘Come on,’ she said, to change the subject. ‘Let’s put a log on the fire and toast those crumpets.’

What an extraordinary thing, she thought as she knelt over the hearth plying the toasting fork and feeling the welcome heat on her face. Asking me out. What was he thinking of? She tried to remember Victor Bradford. A tall, well-built man. No overalls – wearing a sweater, she thought, jeans, work boots, and a woolly hat. She remembered the woolly hat. He had a slight Dorset accent, a softening of the edges of his words.

What would her mother-in-law say? Belinda smiled, thinking how unsuitable the snobbish old lady, a canon’s widow, would deem a man like Victor Bradford. That would almost be reason enough to accept his invitation, she thought, had she wanted to go out with a man. Which she most definitely didn’t. Not again. She was past all that.

‘Here you go, Iz,’ she said, hot-fingering the crumpet off the prongs of the fork. ‘Put the butter on while it’s warm.’

All the same, she had to admit to herself that it was a pleasant surprise to discover that a man, any man, come to that, had taken an interest in her. What had she been wearing on this MOT occasion? She couldn’t remember. Usual old gear, she supposed, jeans, sweater, old sheepskin  coat. Lipstick, though. She always wore lipstick. Izzy said she would even put lipstick on for Snowy, and it would certainly be the thing she would grab if the house burned down.

How Jess would laugh when she told her. Asked out by the garage man! It made her smile, thinking about it.

Rhona pushed through the crowds who were streaming back to the car parks now that the last race was over or jostling into the beer tent where the ground had been turned into a soupy mix of mud and beer and the rain dripped steadily from the awning. The winning horses, being led into the winners’ enclosure, were of no interest except to their owners and trainers who, ignoring the dismal weather, crowded round them, talking excitedly, lit up by success.

She dodged through the frozen bookies who were in a hurry to dismantle their stands, load their suitcases into the backs of their cars and get inside and get the heaters running. No one in their right minds would want to hang about on such an afternoon. Ahead, Rhona could see the first aid tent next to where the jockeys weighed in. The ambulance was drawn up outside, its doors still open. That was where they would have taken Jess.

Before she got there, she was joined by Ken Andrews’ wife, Mary, her face solemn with anxiety. ‘Is Jess all right?’ she asked. ‘I didn’t see what happened but Ken said she had an awful fall.’

Rhona shrugged. ‘I don’t know. The horse turned right over. They’ve got her in there.’ She indicated the tent where an ambulance man stood guarding the entrance. The two  women exchanged glances, both fearing the worst, but as they got closer, above the whacking noise of the wind banging the canvas, they could hear a raised voice. Jess was arguing with the doctor.

‘I was only winded!’ she was saying, arms akimbo, still holding her whip in one hand. She was so covered in grey mud that it was hard to know what colours she’d been riding in. She had removed her helmet and a wet length of dark hair hung down her back. ‘That’s why I didn’t get straight up. I wasn’t concussed. Not for one second!’ She looked round to see Rhona and Mary crowding in the entrance and said, ‘I’m just telling the doctor that there’s nothing wrong with me.’ Opposite her, a calm middle-aged man in waterproof jacket and trousers held Jess’s Jockey Club medical record book in one hand. ‘I would have walked or ridden back if it hadn’t been for these kind men offering me a lift. I promise you. I’m perfectly all right.’

‘You’re just a bloody idiot, that’s all!’ said Mary. ‘Riding an animal like that! Are you out of your mind?’ The doctor looked round, startled by her tone.

‘She is all right, you know,’ he intervened kindly. ‘There really isn’t any harm done. She’ll be stiff tomorrow, a few bruises, but nothing broken.’

‘That’s not the point,’ said Mary. ‘OK, so she’s escaped this time, but what’s she intending to do? Go on riding maniac horses until one kills her?’

The doctor shrugged. That wasn’t his business. He handed Jess her medical record book. ‘There you go,’ he said. ‘It wasn’t a recordable accident. You’re fit to ride.’

‘Thanks,’ said Jess, with a grin, sweeping the book out  of his hand and turning to pick up her helmet. ‘Anyway, Mary, you should be glad I wasn’t hurt, not furious.’ She smiled at the ambulance men. ‘Thanks for the lift,’ and she ducked out of the tent. Mary and Rhona stepped back to let her pass.

‘You shouldn’t do it, Jess,’ said Mary, kinder now. ‘It scares the pants off me, hearing you’ve had a fall like that. I feel responsible for you. What would your mother say if she knew?’

‘There’s no need for her to know. I don’t know why you mind more about me than Carl or Tom. I don’t have any more falls than they do.’

‘Riding our young horses is one thing. At least you know they’re well prepared. You didn’t know anything about that horse except that it had it all to learn. But most importantly, you’ve got a child, for God’s sake!’

A female jockey, wearing a long mackintosh over her breeches, intervened.

‘You all right, Jess?’ she asked.

‘Yeah, thanks, Annie,’ said Jess. ‘Had one hell of a crash though. Did you see?’

The girl nodded. ‘So I hear. Horse OK?’

‘Yes, thank goodness. I’m just going to check on her now.’

‘Going to Black Forest Lodge next week?’

‘Yes. See you there.’

Mary shook her head in despair. ‘Come on, Rhona. I’m wasting my breath. Let’s get back to the lorry. My feet are like blocks of ice.’

They’re a different breed, she thought, as they battled back towards the lorry park, these tough, horsy girls whose  passion is racing. They had had a few of them through their yard, willing to work more for love than money and then risk life and limb on the racecourse. After a few falls and a couple of tough seasons, they’d usually had enough. They weren’t all as determined as Jess Haddon. What bothered Mary was that in Jess’s case she did not appear to take into consideration the fact that she had a six-year-old daughter to think about, a daughter, moreover, who had no acknowledged father.

Rhona, too, was thinking of Izzy. Mary’s words had taken her back to when Jess’s child was newborn and how she had held the little red creature with her creased and ancient baby face and felt a contraction of tenderness that had silenced and shocked her. Jess, meanwhile, had sat up in the hospital bed wearing a T-shirt with the words Kiss My Ass across the front and said, ‘What do you think, Rhona? Hideous, isn’t it? Give me a puppy any day!’

That was typical of Jess, but she was joking of course, and Rhona was not deceived. Jess had even breastfed the baby for a few months, bringing her to work in a pram, which she parked in the yard if it was fine and in the farmhouse kitchen when it wasn’t. Mary used to yell across the yard for her when Izzy cried and Rhona had watched entranced when Jess freed a round breast and plugged her crying baby to the nipple, whereupon the squalling had promptly stopped.

The tenderness and closeness were what Rhona remembered. She saw it in the baby’s unfocused eyes that sought her mother’s face, in the first milky smiles, in Jess’s uncharacteristic gentleness as she offered a finger to the tiny hand  with its starfish fingers and perfect transparent nails like minute, pearly shells.

It had been a surprise to her, to feel like that. She thought she had sealed over any tender feelings after Rob had died. Later, when she made a fresh beginning and started work for the Andrews, she had acquired a reputation for toughness, for preferring the horses she looked after to any man, for scoffing at the idea of marriage or motherhood. This was her armour and her shield so that when she shut the door of the mobile home she lived in behind the hay barn, and took Thomas, the yard cat, onto her lap, she could tell herself that she had all that she wanted and that there were no yawning gaps in her life.

Mary was right, she thought, as she followed her ample behind up the steps of the lorry into the steamy warmth and smell of horse. Jess should take better care of herself. She had a lot to live for.




Chapter Two

The horses done for the night, Jess pushed open the back door of the long, low farmhouse which ran along one side of the racing yard. She kicked off her boots in the flagged washroom and hung her sopping coat on a peg. Not bothering to knock, she went through the inner door into the kitchen, a low-ceilinged room which glowed with light and warmth. Tom was already there, leaning up against the Aga alongside Carl, the other lad who rode for Ken Andrews, both holding mugs of soup, cigarettes in their free hands, laughing and talking. The long table was littered with the remains of a picnic, a fruitcake in a tin, a loaf of bread on a wooden board, butter, cheese, pickles and a bottle of whisky. Ken, a slightly built man with thinning, sandy hair and a shrewd, ruddy face, sat opposite Mary and the other stable girls, red-haired Susan and dark Moira. A nest of three Jack Russell terriers snored in a sagging armchair in the corner by the old-fashioned sideboard laden with silver cups and trophies.

Jess knew the talk would be about the day’s racing, analysing how the horses had performed, exchanging gossip, planning future outings. If the horses had run well, it was the best part of the day, everyone relaxed and tired, the tension spent, the  work done; but sometimes jockeys had to brave grim-faced silence if they had bogged up and got things wrong or, worse, if a horse had been injured. Tonight there was nothing but satisfaction in the air. Tom had ridden two winners, Carl had a second place and Jess had brought a tricky novice home fourth in a hotly contested ladies’ race. It had been a good day, given the state of the going and the fact that all the horses were still a whisker off peak fitness so early in the season.

Jess had had the only fall and as she sipped at the mug of soup passed to her by Tom, she gingerly felt her elbow and ribs which were bruised and sore.

‘Stiffening up, Jess?’ asked Mary. She was kinder now that the fright Jess had given her had worn off.

‘I’m OK. A bit battered.’ It wasn’t done to make a fuss and Jess was always conscious of the need to prove herself to Ken and Mary. They had seen a good few young men and women ride for them over the years and their judgement counted more than anything. Above all, they had to know she was tough enough to do the job.

‘She jumped that third fence well,’ said Ken, adding a trickle of whisky to his tea. ‘Flew it. She’ll learn, that little mare. Got the breeding to turn into something useful.’

Jess knew she could take this remark as the only sort of compliment she would get from him.

‘Yeah. She’ll do better next time out,’ she said.

‘Hmm,’ said Mary, making her disapproval obvious. ‘What did Ted Dawlish have to say?’

‘Not much,’ said Jess. ‘You know him. He’s a man of few words and most of them are offensive. He said I took her into her bleeding fences too fucking fast.’

They all laughed.

‘Bloody cheek,’ snorted Mary. ‘I know for a fact that mare hasn’t been backed five months. He was lucky to get anyone to ride her. She earned quite a reputation for herself out qualifying with the South Dorset. She’s hardly had a saddle on her back.’ All point-to-point horses had to put in a regular appearance on the hunting field in order to be eligible to race. The hunting season began in September when the corn was cut and the fields were clear and after December the qualifiers disappeared as the racing season absorbed them.

‘They saw Jess coming,’ sniggered Moira. ‘She’s got “Sucker. Try me!” written across her forehead.’

‘I can’t afford to be picky,’ retorted Jess defensively. It was annoying to hear that sort of remark from Moira whose own nerve was shot, who didn’t race herself and who would only exercise the quietest horses and therefore did not really pull her weight on the yard. ‘If I don’t take up the rides I get offered, I’m liable to lose the good ones along with the rubbish.’

‘That’s right,’ concurred Ken. ‘That’s the way it goes. There aren’t any short cuts in this game. The good rides are earned the hard way. Anyway, owners want the best riders for their young horses. That’s why Mrs Toynbee insists on Tom riding Cinders.’ He winked at Mary across the table so that Jess could not avoid seeing but she chose to ignore his intention to wind her up. He knew that Mrs Toynbee’s preference for Tom as a jockey rankled with her. Cinderella Slipper was one of the horses which had had a comfortable win that afternoon. A big, brown mare, she was bred to  race and already showed good form in her first season. She was a ride that Jess wanted more than anything. However, her owner, a grand old lady who had had horses in training with Ken for thirty years, insisted on putting Tom on board.

‘I bet she was pleased with how she ran today,’ Jess said, trying to sound casual. Of course she was jealous, she couldn’t help it, even though she wanted to be glad for Tom.

‘Yes, she was pleased,’ said Tom, ‘although she always gives the impression that it was only what she expected and she would want to know why if she hadn’t won.’

‘That’s a bloody good horse, that’s why,’ snorted Ken. ‘If she hadn’t won, it would have been your fault.’

‘Thanks, Ken,’ said Tom. ‘So I just sit there, do I? Go along for the scenery?’

They all laughed again and Ken leaned over to pour some whisky in Tom’s mug of tea. Tom had been riding for him since he was fifteen and the insults which passed between them were joshing and friendly.

The door opened and a young woman put her head in, her face round and rosy, framed by her striped woollen hat.

‘That’s me done, Ken,’ she said. ‘I’ll be off now, before the kids forget what I look like. See you on Monday. Bye, Mary. Bye, everyone.’

‘Bye, Lisa.’

Mary got to her feet and picked up an oven glove. She pushed the two young men out of the way so that she could open the door of the Aga and peer in at a casserole. Jess drained her soup and put the mug in the dishwasher.

‘Thanks, Mary. I’ll be off too. Can you take me, Tom?’ 

‘You coming out later?’ asked Moira. ‘We’re going down the Cricketers at Pulham.’

‘I’m not, no,’ said Jess, pulling a face. ‘I’m bloody knackered. I want an evening in. Early bed for me.’

‘What about you, Tom?’

Tom hesitated and looked at Jess. Moira smirked. ‘Early bed for you too? If you’re lucky?’

Jess ignored her. ‘Come on, Tom,’ she said. ‘Let’s get a Chinese on the way home.’

Moira shrugged. It really annoyed her that he let himself be pushed around like that.

‘Bye, you two,’ said Susan peaceably. ‘See you on Monday.’

The door opened again and Rhona put her head in, her plain face dominated by her cold, red nose, her waterproofs shining with wet.

‘Tod’s leg has come right up,’ she told Ken. ‘I’ve hosed it but I’d like you to come and have a look. I think he should have a shot of antibiotic.’

Ken sighed and got to his feet, reaching for his coat and cap which had been put by the Aga to dry. There was always something that needed doing, a horse to be seen to, a problem to be sorted. Together they trooped out into the filthy night.

Later, in his old Land Rover, Tom glanced sideways at Jess, trying to assess her mood. She had her father’s face, square-jawed and determined but with her mother’s long, sensitive, mobile mouth and deep-set, downward-sloping brown eyes. It was an unusual face which seemed assembled of mismatching parts, the bone structure suggesting a  toughness which was contradicted by the soft and dreamy eyes and mouth; not really pretty, but attractive, the sort of face that made you want to look again. She could appear solemn and slightly sulky until she smiled and then three deep little dimples caught at each corner of her mouth and transformed her appearance. Instantly she looked merry and wicked. It was an enchanting smile, and the one thing about Jess that Tom saw Izzy had inherited.

‘Are you really OK?’ he asked over the noise of the windscreen wipers.

‘Yeah. I keep telling everybody I am. I’ve got a stonking headache, that’s all. Not from the fall, just the cold and the whole bloody shenanigans.’

Tom knew what she meant. There was a lot of tension built into a day’s racing, quite apart from the physical demands. This time of the year was the worst when the new horses were raw and inexperienced and the weather was so often foul. It got better as the season wore on into the spring and point-to-point meetings became a pleasurable day out with a carnival atmosphere and work on the yard was less of a grind.

Tom also knew that there was more to it than that. Jess had set herself the goal of making it as a leading lady rider, maybe even winning the area championship, and today would have earned her only a few extra points. This year was crucial, she reckoned. She thought that soon she would be too old, over the hill, and unless she made her mark now, she never would. Of course it all hung on what rides she was offered and it was irritating to her that Ken consistently put up Tom or Carl on his more favoured horses.  ‘You’re not as experienced and you’re a girl,’ he would point out calmly.

‘Ken, you can get reported for saying that sort of thing,’ Jess complained. ‘The equality police will come and take you away.’ He just smiled and pencilled Tom or Carl’s name alongside his entries.

‘You can have all the ladies’ races,’ he said, ‘and the odd confined and open race along the way, if the owners are happy to give you the ride, but I’m not putting you up on the really dodgy novices and that’s that. I don’t want your mum after me.’

So Jess had to resort to picking up extra rides here and there, horses like Flying Fancy that later on would stand a chance of winning, and would probably have another jockey on top when they did so. It was maddening and unfair in her view and she chafed against it.

Tom sympathised in part. He understood the competitive, killer streak that you had to have to be a successful point-to-point jockey although, having ridden for as many years as he had, he himself no longer felt driven in quite the same way. He had nothing to prove these days, and was happy with his life – part-time farmer on his own small acreage, and jobbing handyman the rest of the time. A bit of fencing and ditching, tree clearance, and a stream of young horses that he bought wisely, schooled, hunted, introduced to eventing and sold on. No doubt it was not quite the life his parents would have wished for him after an expensive school and university reading English, but it was what he wanted and he made a small living and it was, he felt, a case of reverting to type. His grandfather had been a  farmer and horse coper and Tom was much more like him in character and appearance than his uptight, upright, solicitor father.

Tom tried to assess the atmosphere in the car, like dipping a toe into a swimming pool to test the temperature of the water. Jess was silent. He never knew how to get close to her when she was like this. Sometimes she seemed grateful for his tentative offers of consolation and sympathy and then they shared a period of warmth and closeness which made his heart expand. He couldn’t hide the fact that he loved her, even though the other women in his life, his mother and sisters, said it was a mistake. Treat ’em mean, keep ’em keen was not an attitude he could ever adopt, even if he wanted to. He wore his heart on his sleeve. That was the expression he had heard used about him and he didn’t know what he could do about it. It made him think of the achievement badges he had earned in the village Cub Scout troop when he was at primary school and how his mother had patiently stitched them onto the sleeve of his uniform. Woodland Craft was one, and Kitchen Skills another. He imagined his heart alongside those two.

If he gauged it wrong now with Jess she would retreat further, shutting him out completely, and it would be no use trying to close the gap. When she was like that he had learned to go quiet himself and let her mood run its course.

He could understand what was eating at her tonight. It was Moira’s stupid remarks and the fact that she was getting little encouragement in her efforts to get good horses to ride. It didn’t seem to matter how well she rode – and she was good, there was no doubt of that, and improving. She  was brave and she could think her way round a track, ride a clever race, time things right, see spaces and use them, but it was hard for her to demonstrate this skill when she got no further than the fifth fence because of an unlucky fall, or was on a horse that simply didn’t have ability.

Ken’s attitude was understandable, too, and came from his quite genuine concern for her safety and because he held the old-fashioned view that things were different for a girl. But if racing was what you wanted to do, if it possessed you, as it did Jess, with a consuming passion, then nothing short of injury would stop you. You put up with all the shit – the weary, tedious round of stable work, the early, slow, boring build to fitness, the road work, the trotting. You shrugged off all the painful little injuries like bruised ribs after a fall from a skittish horse just up from grass, a toe crushed by an ill-mannered youngster, the pulled muscles from the lifting and carrying, and later, when the winter took hold, the flaming, itching chilblains on frozen toes and fingers. There was no glamour in it, that was for sure. No money and no glamour. Poncing about in racing colours and white breeches on race days was as close as it came – that and the beauty of the horses.

More fun were the early days of qualifying with the local hunts, the misty September mornings spent on sweating young horses, mad with excitement at their first sight of hounds. The real reward came with the much more enjoyable half days on the seasoned pointers who knew the ropes and loved their hunting and took you zinging across country, flying the mighty blackthorn hedges of the Blackmore Vale to make your heart sing. All this because, at the end, soon after Christmas, there was racing.

There was nothing to touch it, nothing to beat it for fear and excitement, and when it all came magically right – the race, the horse, the course, the weather, the ground – when all these things were in your favour, it seemed as if the gods were smiling and you were lifted into a state approaching euphoria. Tom had once come across some lines of poetry – Rupert Brooke it was – and they jumped out from the page at him because they so poignantly described that feeling which ‘caught our youth and wakened us from sleeping, with hand made sure, clear eye and sharpened power, to turn, as swimmers into cleanness leaping’. Then, when he read on, he felt ashamed when he realised the poet was talking about young men dying in the First World War while he was thinking merely about the thrill of racing.

He knew how Jess felt and understood why she wanted to win. They had a lot of other things in common as well. They both loved animals, the countryside and the sort of life which involved both. Neither cared much for material success or its trappings. They both drove clapped-out old cars and Jess still lived at home while he rented half a ramshackle farmhouse. Judged by the successful careers of people he had been at school with, Tom reckoned he could be written off as a failure in most respects, but he was happy and loved what he did, which was what really mattered. And he loved Jess, who was at the middle of everything, the core of his life. His relationship with her was what anchored him here in this small place with its close horizons and familiar, unchanging routines. If it hadn’t been for her, who knows, he might have buggered off to Australia or New Zealand or South America, somewhere with wide  open spaces and room for people like him who were becoming oddities in an increasingly urban England.

What Jess felt for him was another matter and he had learned to keep quiet about his feelings because if he expressed them, she shied off with the usual complaint about being pressurised and not wanting to make promises she might not be able to keep. But then, she seemed to rely on him, to need him there, like tonight when she had turned to him for a lift and for company. The fact that she slept with him on a fairly regular basis further confused him. He was often aware of some sort of gender role switch. These days, wasn’t it supposed to be the man who never felt ready to commit to a relationship? Yet here he was, a big pushover, hanging around, hoping that one day Jess would want him.

He felt like one of those stoical Thomas Hardy characters who, unappreciated by the object of their affections, plod along with their simple, Dorset country life, cutting turnips or chopping wood or trudging about after sheep, all the time patiently waiting for the penny to drop and the girl to recognise their worth. He had just finished rereading The Woodlanders and it was a bit depressing to be reminded that Giles Winterbourne had to die in a miserable shed, covered by a wet sack, before Grace realised that she loved him.

Beside him, Jess stirred in her seat, like a dog shaking off the rain.

‘Tell you what,’ she said, in a moderately more cheerful voice, ‘I’ll give Mum a ring and see if she and Izzy want to share a Chinese. A crispy pork ball is currently Izzy’s idea of heaven. We could stop in Sharston and pick up a takeaway.’ She fished in her old denim bag for her mobile  telephone and tapped in a number. Tom felt relieved. She was all right then. If she wanted a sociable evening with her family at Rosebay Cottage, she was all right. He smiled across at her in the dark.

‘Got any dosh?’ she asked him. ‘Can you lend me a tenner?’

Later, the plastic bag containing the foil boxes of hot food on Jess’s knees, they drove out of the little town towards the village. It was pitch dark and the lane which wound between the looming hills ran with water and shone like a river in the headlights. Round the next bend the lights of the village were a smear of gold in the dark although most of the cottages had their curtains drawn snugly against the evening cold. At the crossroads Tom turned right and followed Church Lane past the Old Rectory and the new, modern vicarage and the row of thatched cottages now knocked into one. A few more houses and the village petered out and the lane climbed into blackness. The trees on the left hung ghostly branches over the road and on the right the hill dropped away steeply. At the top, the wood was broken by a park wall and then one of the pair of cottages which was home to Belinda, Jess and Izzy. Jess was glad that her mother hadn’t drawn the curtains and two rectangles of golden light shone through the gloom and that the lamp over the door beckoned. Tom pulled up to the side of the cottage and turned off the engine. Collecting her things from the cab, Jess got ready to make a dash to shelter when the back door opened and against the stream of light she saw Izzy peering out into the blackness. Then, realising who it was who had arrived, she began jumping up and down  in her red elephant slippers, with Snowy barking beside her.

Jess slammed the Land Rover door and ducked into the wind and rain. Through the weather she could just hear Izzy’s piping voice.

‘Mummy!’ she was calling. ‘Hurry, hurry! We’ve been waiting for you!’

Belinda was in the kitchen when she heard Tom’s car pulling off the lane. It had been a relief to get Jess’s telephone call suggesting a takeaway and not to have to think about supper. Although she disapproved in principle of fast food, horrendously expensive and stuffed with E numbers and monosodium glutamate, it was nevertheless a treat. She loved prising the lids off the foil boxes and finding them filled with squashed rice and noodles and pale lumps of chicken and prawn swimming in slimy dark liquid. Even better was being able to chuck the boxes out afterwards and dispense with any form of washing-up.

This evening she was feeling particularly worn out. She felt the strain when Jess was racing and the telephone conversation she had just had with Jo, Jess’s older sister, didn’t help. Jo was sensible, a trained solicitor, married to a civil engineer and living in Reading, and she disapproved of Jess vehemently and took every opportunity to tell Belinda so. This did not help in any way, just notched up the stress level and made things worse, in Belinda’s view. This evening Jo’s voice had taken on a challenging, slightly self-righteous tone and Belinda felt driven into a corner.

‘I know, I know,’ she’d said. ‘I agree entirely. Jess shouldn’t be racing these novices and it worries me terribly.’ She had  kicked the kitchen door shut so that Izzy, who was still engrossed in crumpet toasting, shouldn’t hear. ‘But I can’t stop her. What would you suggest I do? It’s no use banging on at me about it!’ Jo had harangued her then about irresponsibility and no provision being made for Izzy’s future until Belinda’s head was spinning. Jo going on like that made her feel as if their entire existence was precarious, as if the three of them, herself and Izzy and Jess, were teetering on a precipice – too small an income, a tiny pension, old age around the corner. It was depressing and she didn’t want to be reminded of it.
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