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So quick and so impulsive had been her decision to fly to the aid of the Canadian cowboy that Kate Thornton was three-quarters of a mile in the air and halfway to British Columbia before it even crossed her mind she might not have both feet on the ground. Even then it wasn’t her own mind it crossed, but Minnie McAlpine’s.


Both of them travelling alone, Kate had helped the seventy year old to settle into the adjacent seat at the start of their journey from Heathrow, and what had begun as a polite neighbourliness between two strangers, was developing now into a more intimate swapping of confidences.


‘Wait,’ said Minnie. She held up her hand to stop Kate’s flow, eyes bright with interest. ‘You’re saying you’ve never actually met this man you’re flying out to see?’ She had felt that she was being intrepid, a septuagenarian who’d rarely been out of her native Yorkshire, flying unescorted to the other side of the hemisphere to see her first new baby great-grandchild, but what she was hearing from this young woman made her own big adventure seem very small beer by comparison.


‘Not met him as such,’ Kate admitted, brushing away this minor detail as one might wave away a midge. ‘But over the last few weeks I really feel as if I’ve got to know him very well. He’s lovely, Minnie. You’d really like him.’


Minnie was rather less sure, but she was prepared to reserve judgement till she’d got it all taped down. ‘And you’re going to his ranch,’ she said slowly, trying to get a grip on this story, ‘to help out with the calving?’


‘Because of his broken arm, yes,’ Kate confirmed. ‘And, you know, because of the death threats.’


‘The death threats,’ said Minnie. She shook her head as if to clear it. ‘No, I must have missed something. You’re going to visit a man who somebody’s trying to kill?’


‘No, me,’ Kate corrected her patiently.


Now Minnie was totally lost. ‘You’re threatening to kill him?’ she offered.


Kate laughed. ‘How wonderful,’ she said happily, and even more puzzlingly added in a low voice, ‘you don’t recognise me at all do you?’


Minnie pulled away from her to survey her anew through narrowed eyes. Was she sitting next to a notorious female felon? Her mind raced to recall recent front pages of the Daily Mail, to scan them for photos of a red-headed murderess lately let out on parole, but all she came up with was a vague impression of … ‘Are you on the telly?’ she asked doubtfully.


‘Shhh!’ said Kate, and glancing round furtively, disconcertingly peeled back her hairline. Underneath what now proved to be a wig, she was blonde. ‘I’m Sally Black,’ she whispered anxiously. ‘The home-wrecking, child-abducting banshee from hell.’


‘Right, that does it,’ said Minnie McAlpine decisively, and grabbed the arm of a passing flight attendant. ‘I’d like a big Bloody Mary please, dear – and the same for my friend?’


Kate nodded her assent.


‘I’ve got a feeling we’re going to need a bit of liquid libation,’ Minnie continued gaily, settling herself more comfortably in anticipation of dirt about to be dished. ‘Now then, love, start again right from the beginning. And this time, remember – the devil’s in the details. Don’t leave any bugger out.’


The story which emerged, this time with all the i’s dotted and t’s crossed to Minnie’s satisfaction, began with Kate’s glittering career as a theatre actress, which lately had lost its shine. Having achieved the great age of thirty-mumble, she had discovered to her horror what the majority of actresses had to face after they left their twenties behind: she had lived long enough to become all but unemployable.


‘“Resting” they call it with you actors, don’t they?’ offered Minnie.


Kate laughed hollowly. ‘You wouldn’t call it that if you were me. This last year I’ve been a cleaner, a barmaid, a cook, a decorator, a masseuse, a salesperson; I’ve stood on street corners giving out flyers, pretended to have fatal diseases for doctors’ exams—’


Her recitation was interrupted by the flight attendant plonking four miniature bottles of vodka, four tins of tomato juice and two plastic glasses in front of them. ‘I brought you two each,’ she said crisply, pinning them with a practised eye. ‘Save your time and my legs.’


‘You’re a jewel,’ Minnie told her, not stinting on the praise. ‘And I say – if you wanted to make it three each we wouldn’t have to bother you again at all.’


A pursing of the lips, a sigh suppressed, a rapid return to the drinks trolley, and all was ready for the rest of the tale.


It transpired that Kate was not the only one to fear for her future prospects, which should have been cheering. After all, as Minnie said, a trouble shared was a trouble halved. But the sharers in this instance were the DSS, who had suggested that Kate might like to retrain for a more useful career than the dramatic arts, and her parents, who had bought her a computer, pre-loaded with a learn-to-type program and learn-to-build-websites software, and which had come with a card bearing the legend, ‘Merry Christmas, Kate, and a Prosperous New Year! – It never hurts to have a second string to your bow. All love, M & D xx’


‘They meant well,’ said Minnie, a mother herself.


‘Oh, they meant well,’ Kate agreed sadly. ‘It’s just that, at the time, it felt as if nobody believed in me any more.’


‘So have you been learning to type and build web pages?’


‘No,’ Kate admitted. ‘It would have been like giving up on myself. Anyway I was too depressed to do anything constructive. I played online backgammon instead. But then, if I hadn’t, I wouldn’t be sitting here next to you now!’


Minnie’s brow furrowed for a moment, trying to work this one out. ‘You never met this cowboy chap on the internet!’ she exclaimed, after the penny had dropped.


Kate grinned. ‘I did, you know.’


‘You’re going out to the Canadian wilderness to stay with a man you don’t know? Are you mad?’


‘He’s in trouble. He needs help. He’s got what’s called a guest ranch, which means it’s a working ranch, but people can stay there for holidays. It’s not been doing so well so he can only afford a skeleton crew, and since he fell off his horse recently and broke his arm, and what with it being calving season …’


‘And what with you being a vet in your spare time, and an expert, no doubt, with the lasso,’ said Minnie, who was no stranger to irony.


Kate conceded the point with a wry smile, then rallying said, ‘I am an actress though, and a very quick study. I’ve had to learn all sorts of skills for parts. Tap dancing, roller blading—’


‘That’ll be a help,’ said Minnie.


‘And I used to have riding lessons when I was a kid. For a couple of years.’ Kate faltered. She knew her case sounded thin even without Minnie’s raised eyebrow flagging it up. ‘At the very least,’ she continued, lifting her chin in a gesture of defiance, ‘I can help out in the kitchen. Free up Old Pete, who’s been retired indoors. He’ll probably jump at the chance of getting out on the range with Andy again, while I do the cooking.’


Having seen off her first Bloody Mary, Minnie popped the tab of her second tomato juice and drowned it in vodka. ‘You’ve got a thing for him, this Andy, haven’t you?’ she challenged. ‘You wouldn’t be going to all this trouble if not.’


Kate’s expression softened, a dreaminess afflicting her eyes which belied her swift denial. ‘Not at all,’ she said. ‘I just believe in people helping each other out when times are hard. I’d do this for anybody. You know, “Love thy neighbour, do unto others, et cetera.” I’m not religious, but I do think that some of the tenets are sound.’


‘That’s nice,’ said Minnie drily. ‘I left a mound of ironing behind me in Skipton. I’ll save it for when you get back. You shouldn’t find going up to Yorkshire too much of a trial, given you think of Canada as being just next door.’


‘All right. He is rather special,’ Kate admitted. ‘He’s been bringing up his daughter, Robyn, single-handed, ever since she was a baby. How rare is that? And he was so sympathetic to me banging on about being out of work. Really supportive. Especially lately, since I’ve become Britain’s most hated woman. You should see some of the letters I’ve been getting, Minnie. Horrible.’ She lowered her voice again, although everybody else was sensibly sleeping around them. ‘Do you know how to use the internet?’


‘I’m not half as green as I’m cabbage looking,’ Minnie said elliptically. ‘I do keep up with the modern world, yes.’


‘Then try doing a Google on That Bitch Sally,’ said Kate. ‘There are whole web sites devoted to wanting me dead.’


It transpired that Minnie was more au fait with computers than with soap operas, so she had to be told what twenty million British viewers already knew: that a serpent had crawled into Paradise Street, and that serpent was called Sally Black.


‘What did she do that was so terrible?’ asked Minnie. ‘And how come you got to play her if you’re so old and unemployable?’


Kate sighed. ‘I took what turned out to be bad advice from my agent, God help me,’ she said. ‘Although to be fair, it did seem to make sense at the time. I told you that I work in theatre. I much prefer it to telly. I’ve never been into celebrity, or been after fame and fortune. I just love acting on the stage. It’s all I’ve ever wanted to do since the day I was taken to see my first pantomime at the age of six. But these days, just being a good actress isn’t enough. You have to be able to put bums on seats, which means bringing your audience with you, which means being a household name. Which means doing a bloody soap.’


‘Speaking of bloody, drink up,’ said Minnie. ‘You’ve fallen behind me by one, and you need the tomato juice to replace the vitamin C that’s lost through flying. I read it in a magazine.’


‘I think the vodka does away with vitamin C too,’ said Kate.


‘Oh well, never mind. Now it’s neutralised,’ said Minnie pragmatically, handing back her replenished glass. ‘So – you were saying about your agent.’


‘Richard, yes. Well, he pointed out to me what I’d already started to see myself – that all the theatre parts I would have expected to come my way were going to soap stars. People who get famous simply by being in the corner of the room while the nation eats its TV dinners. They even mike them on stage because they can’t project, can you imagine?’


Obligingly, Minnie could not.


‘So Richard said, “if you can’t beat them, join them” kind of thing. He said he’d look out for a small flashy part for me in one of the soaps. A character part, since I’m too old to play juves now, apparently. Not a long-running regular, but somebody who comes in for a few episodes and stirs things up, gets noticed.’ She laughed ruefully. ‘Did that all right.’


Minnie was keen to cut the cackle and get to the point. ‘So what did she do, this Sally?’


‘You really don’t know?’ Kate marvelled. ‘I didn’t think there was anyone left in the whole of England who hadn’t heard my name and cursed it.’


‘Life’s too short to spend it round the goggle box,’ said Minnie disparagingly. ‘I come from a generation that was used to making our own entertainment. And cooking our own dinners from scratch. Namby pamby folk are now. Spoon fed on pap. But don’t get me started. Go on.’


‘There’s a couple in Paradise Street,’ Kate informed her, ‘Steve and Sara Haywood, who the nation has taken to its heart. They’ve watched them grow up, survive bad relationships, trumped-up shop-lifting charges, Sara’s family wiped out by fire, Steve having his foot run over by a hit-and-run dust cart, teenage pregnancy and miscarriage of same—’


‘I get the picture,’ said Minnie archly. ‘An everyday story of ordinary folk. And?’


‘Last year they finally got together in the wedding of the century. Almost as many people tuned in as watched Charles and Di, they are that popular, Minnie. Anyway, I arrive in the street – or Sally Black does – and in the space of fifteen episodes I seduce Steve Haywood, abduct their child, get Sara sacked from the part-time job she was so pleased with, and basically wreck their marriage for ever. England hates me like the plague. A woman spat at me in the frozen-food section of Tesco’s after the first ep was broadcast, and chased me nearly all the way home. I had to stop going out.’


‘And start wearing disguises,’ said Minnie, understanding the red wig at last.


‘Exactly. And then the so-called fan mail started to arrive. Terrifying. The worst ones are always in green ink, I don’t know why. And no back-up from the telly company, because I was out of the show by then.’ She rummaged in her handbag and pulled out a crumpled sheet of lined paper. ‘Here – take a look at this!’


Minnie surveyed the childish lettering which was written, as Sally had said, in a virulent verdant. ‘“I no were you live. Youd better lok your dors bitch. You are ded meet.” Shocking!’ she exclaimed. ‘The state of grammar now. Wouldn’t have tolerated this when I was a teacher! But what on earth have you kept it for?’


‘I’m trying to come to terms with it,’ Kate told her. ‘I can’t get it out of my mind. I keep looking at it and trying to make sense of it.’


‘You’re wallowing, that’s what you’re doing,’ said Minnie crisply, tearing the page into tiny bite-sized pieces. ‘There, that’s what you do with unwanted junk mail. You shred it and bin it. The poor soul’s just a bit soft in the head, that’s all.’


‘She’s not the only one,’ said Kate. ‘It got so I couldn’t go out of my own front door what with the journalists camping out on the step and the stalker who seemed to have an endless supply of rotten eggs.’


‘So you stayed indoors and played backgammon with strangers,’ Minnie concluded.


‘And made friends with a policewoman in Idaho who was on nights, a housewife in Barnsley who should have been doing her ironing—’ Kate began, stressing the upside as was her habit.


‘How come she didn’t want to kill you, then, this slacker from Barnsley?’ Minnie challenged her. ‘I thought you said the whole nation hated you? Last I heard Barnsley was in England, albeit in the ignored bit called The North.’


‘Well,’ said Kate, ‘that was the beauty of it really. Because when you play games and chat on Yoohoo, which is the web site I mostly use, you have to have a playing name, so nobody knows who you really are.’ She grinned. ‘I picked Mata Hari after the exotic spy, because it all felt so cloak-and-dagger at first. Then you realise it’s just ordinary people you’re chatting to – they just happen to be in Krakow or New Jersey or Beijing. It’s great. It’s like having a big window on the world.’


‘Instant friends at the click of a mouse,’ Minnie suggested.


‘Exactly!’ Kate enthused. ‘Of course, there are a few pervs out there too – mostly adolescent boys, I suspect. They’re either telling you where to shove it, if you’re winning, or telling you where they’d like to shove it given half the chance. But you can spot them straight off once you learn the lingo. The first thing they type is “ASL?” and then you pretty much know that all they want is to talk dirty.’


‘ASL meaning?’


‘Age, Sex and Location.’


‘And they say that romance is dead,’ Minnie sniffed.


‘So you can see why I was so taken with Andy,’ Kate continued. ‘I mean some of the stuff the kids type when they’re losing is just so rude. “Suck my ass. You are a zero.” And if they’re after cheap thrills it gets even ruder. But Andy’s a gentleman and a really good sport. Compliments you when you make a good move, congratulates you when you’re having a run of good luck. And he’s got a great sense of humour.’


‘What’s he call himself when he’s playing?’ asked Minnie. ‘The Saint?’


‘Andy The Cowboy,’ Kate said. Her face had gone to mush, a silly grin bisecting her features in a direct line from east to west.


‘Eee, lass, you’ve got it bad,’ said Minnie. She had lived long enough to know the difference between being in love and being insane: not an atom.


‘I haven’t, honestly!’ Kate protested. ‘You know, I mean he’s a nice man, obviously, otherwise I wouldn’t be bothering to go and help him out, but it’s more for the adventure, really, as far as I’m concerned. Ask anybody who knows me, they’ll tell you, I’m always off doing something or other that everybody thinks is madcap at the time, but it always turns out all right in the end. I just love new experiences, that’s all, and meeting new people. I suppose it’s a kind of occupational hazard. No, not hazard, habit,’ she corrected herself quickly. ‘An occupational habit of mine. Of all actors. The more experiences you have, the more people you get to know, the greater the catalogue you’ve got stored away in your character bank.’


‘So I’m stored away in there now am I?’ asked Minnie.


‘That’s right,’ Kate laughed, tapping her temple. ‘You’re tucked away up here now, there’s no escape.’


‘Well, I look forward to seeing myself played by you on stage then, at some time in the future.’


‘I’ll make sure I credit you in the programme,’ Kate joshed.


‘Very nice,’ said Minnie, having played the younger woman like a fish on a line. She was so guileless and unsuspecting it was a wonder she’d made it to thirty-whatever-it-was still in one piece. ‘And I can’t wait to see you playing a single-parent Canadian cowboy, since researching him’s apparently the sole reason for your trip. Although, thinking about it, wouldn’t they be more likely to get a man to play the part?’


‘Oh Minnie,’ Kate sighed. ‘Okay, you don’t believe me, but I assure you it’s true. I’m not looking for a man at the moment, there’s no room in my life for that sort of thing just now. I’m looking for a job. That’s the only thing that’s important to me at this point in my life – my work.’


‘As a ranch hand.’


‘No! I mean generally, that’s where I’m putting all my energy!’


‘Right,’ said Minnie. ‘And is there a lot of acting work to be had in rural British Columbia?’


‘I told you, I’m taking time out to get away from unwanted attention from murderous soap fans. I’m hoping that by the time I get back to London Sally Black will be forgotten and I’ll be able to stop wearing this dreaded itchy wig,’ said Kate, raking underneath the elasticated edge with her cocktail twizzler by way of illustrating her point. ‘As for relationships, they’re way down my agenda. Impossible to have one really anyway, when you’re constantly having to go away to some theatre or other, miles away from home. Especially when the only men you meet are actors and directors. You spend so much time apart it’s hardly worth the bother or the grief. And then they always end up going off and having affairs.’


‘Speaking from experience?’ asked Minnie, more kindly.


‘Scads,’ Kate acknowledged. ‘And I’m barely over the last one as a matter of fact. I walked in on him having it away with the publicity woman in his dressing room after the show. I’d thought I’d surprise him, go up to Bolton for the weekend unannounced. I’d spent hours getting there on the damn coach, and then I turned right around and got straight back on it. Silly me, eh?’


‘Silly him,’ said Minnie. ‘Losing a lovely girl like you.’


Kate smiled a tired acknowledgement of the compliment. ‘So you see, I am just after a bit of a break in a country where they don’t want to kill me, to escape all the hoo-ha, and to get out into some wholesome fresh country air.’


‘And think about somebody else’s problems other than your own.’


‘That’s right.’


‘If I was your mum, then, I wouldn’t have bothered with trying to get you to retrain for IT. I’d have recommended a career as an agony aunt. You’d be in seventh heaven, and get paid for it.’


Kate laughed. ‘I feel as if I do that already, on the side. I’m not the only one who’s been suffering from faithless lovers – nearly all my friends have been in the same boat lately.’


‘The good old SS Betrayed,’ Minnie offered. ‘Yes, I had a voyage on that myself once upon a time.’


‘Your husband had an affair?’


‘You can call him that if you like,’ said Minnie. ‘I call him the Toothless Old Git.’


‘I’m sorry, Minnie.’


‘No need to feel sorry for me. Best thing to have happened as it turned out. He’s developed Alzheimer’s since, and she’s having to look after him. Has to introduce herself afresh to him every day and pin a label on his coat: “If found, please return this man to such and such an address.” Been me I’d have put a false one down by now, be shot of the old bugger. But enough about me. Back to you. If your Andy’s so wonderful what happened to the mother of his child? Didn’t like backgammon, so she walked?’


Kate’s eyes lit up. This was her favourite part of the story. ‘This is the amazing thing about him. Apparently she was a bit of a free spirit who he met one night at a rodeo, and it would have been a one-night stand for both of them except that a few weeks later she pops up at the ranch to tell him she’s pregnant. By him. Imagine!’


‘If she was that much of a free spirit how come he believed her?’ said Minnie.


‘Hmm, don’t know, didn’t think to ask him that,’ Kate mused. ‘But, you know, it would be just typical of him to take responsibility for the child anyway, regardless of the paternity issues, because this woman said she didn’t believe in abortion, but neither did she believe it was her destiny to be a mother, so once the baby was weaned she took off to “find herself”, leaving Robyn with Andy.’


Only the no-smoking rule on aeroplanes prevented Minnie from spontaneously self combusting on the spot. ‘Didn’t believe it was her destiny to be a mother?’ she fumed. ‘What’s belief got to do with it when you’ve already got a child in your belly, for crying out loud?!’


‘I know,’ said Kate. ‘But she was a bit of a dippy hippy as far as I understand. Called herself Rainbow. Reckoned she had an Indian spirit guide telling her what to do, which was to go off and live in a teepee and make bead necklaces apparently.’


‘Doesn’t say much for your Andy if that’s the type of woman he takes up with,’ said Minnie censoriously.


‘No, well, I don’t think it’s something he brags about exactly,’ Kate said, rising to his defence. ‘He admits he was a bit worse for wear the night that Robyn was conceived, what with the carnival atmosphere of the rodeo and everything, and him having just won the roping contest, he might have had a couple of beers too many … And he was young, you know, twenty-one or twenty-two. Anyway, whatever you think of his behaviour back then, Minnie, you have to admit that he’s more than made up for it since, bringing Robyn up on his own while running a ranch. Not many lads would have done that in his position.’


‘Mmm,’ was as much as Minnie would concede. ‘Well, all I can say is it’s a marvel he hasn’t found another woman to settle down with since, if he’s that wonderful. Maybe he’s got two heads. Have you seen a photo?’


‘I’m not sure,’ said Kate. ‘I mean, they’ve got a web site which I looked up and there’s several pictures of men on there, but I’m not sure if Andy was one of them. They could all have been guests.’


‘Didn’t you ask him?’


‘Well no, actually. I only looked it up a couple of days ago, to see if they gave directions as to how to get there. Luckily they did. The Blue Yonder Guest Ranch it’s called. Isn’t that lovely?’


‘What, you’re flying nearly five thousand miles at your own expense and he expects you to make your own way from the airport!’ Minnie expostulated. ‘I thought you said he was a gent?’


‘He is,’ Kate averred. ‘So much so that if I’d told him I was going out to help him he’d have said that he could manage fine, despite his broken arm. He reckoned he was only going to rest up for a couple of days before getting back on his horse, but I think that’s dangerous. What if he fell off again, somewhere remote?’


‘What do you mean if you’d told him you were on your way?’ Minnie spluttered. ‘Do you mean to say you didn’t?’


Kate shook her head and grinned. ‘I can’t wait to see his face when I show up,’ she said happily. ‘He’s going to get such a surprise!’
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Nothing Minnie could say in the two hours remaining of the flight had any impact at all on Kate’s optimism and enthusiasm for her big adventure with the unknown, and it was with great misgivings that she took her leave of her at Vancouver airport. All she could do under the circumstances was to press her granddaughter’s telephone number into Kate’s hand and make her swear she would call them immediately if ‘anything untoward were to happen’.


Kate hugged her goodbye and duly promised that they would be her first port of call in an emergency, but the giddy look on her face didn’t inspire Minnie with much confidence.


‘I’m afraid that young woman is riding for a fall,’ she told her granddaughter Ruth and her husband as they watched Kate stride over to the car hire desk without a care in the world.


‘Looks to me like she’s already had it,’ said Ruth damningly. ‘Somebody ought to tell her that she’s gone a tint too far.’


The colour of Kate’s wig was the least of her problems, as we know, but taking the damn thing off to ler her scalp breathe was all that she could think of. The only thing that stopped her tearing it off right there and then in front of the Avis rep (astonishment be damned), was her uncertainty about being recognised. Although she had jumped at the chance of getting away from the stalkers back home, she was also mindful of Uncle Remus’s wisdom that you can’t run away from trouble as there’s no place that far. Particularly in this day and age of satellite and cable deals. She was sure that the Paradise Street sales executives wouldn’t have missed the trick of selling it to Canada, but what she didn’t know was how far behind they were in the storylines here.


‘Have you guys had all the stuff about Sally Black yet?’ she asked the rep after she’d signed on the dotted line.


‘Pardon me?’ he queried, looking up from the forms. ‘Did you want Miss Black to be a second named driver?’


Kate giggled. ‘No, no sorry, just me. Sally Black’s a character in a British soap – Paradise Street? I was wondering if you get it over here. It was hard to come away from England just at the moment, what with the plot having hotted up lately.’ She watched him carefully for signs of recognition, but saw instead only censure.


‘It would be an awful pity for you to drive all the way out to the beautiful ranch lands of the South Cariboo,’ he told her, having elicited this information while guiding her towards the right choice of vehicle, ‘only to stay indoors and watch soaps.’


‘You’re right,’ she said happily. ‘I shall be too busy roping steers and birthing calves, won’t I?’


A flick of a glance at her Titian ringlets said he doubted it, but he wasn’t about to waste time giving beauty tips for country living with such a long queue of customers behind her. ‘If you’ll follow me?’ he asked with a polite smile, and led the way outside to the huge four-wheel drive which he’d persuaded her she would need out on those ranch roads.


It was typical of Kate that she didn’t let the fact that she hadn’t driven for more than two years diminish her elation when she saw the monster Sports Utility Vehicle she’d hired, nor that the last car she’d been in charge of had been a Micra. The prospect of driving this giant through mountainous terrain for six hours on the wrong side of the road just added to the excitement as far as she was concerned, and after a bit of a rehearsal in the car park and a study of the map, she was burning rubber towards Hope, a hundred miles distant, where she would pick up Highway 1, the Trans-Canada route.


The idea that she was travelling towards Hope pleased her hugely. How cool was that after these past weeks of being a prisoner in her own home! In fact it had been a pretty rough year, or year and a bit, she mused – oh God, make that two years. Two years of watching her career slow down to a horrifying full-stop and her boyfriends proving themselves less than worthy of her trust. She shuddered at the thought and then shrugged, as if to release the load she’d been carrying on her shoulders. She did feel lighter already actually. On the road and free, and in such an impressive getaway truck! She could see now why all those mothers in Barnes and Islington favoured the 4x4 for their school runs. You were up so high you felt inviolate and, surrounded by so much metal, unassailable. You just had to be able to afford to buy it a gallon of petrol every twenty-five miles and, like George Bush, not buy into the myth about global warming. But unlike those school-running city women, she would really need this four-wheel drive apparently. Where she was headed, two wheels on her wagon just wouldn’t be enough.


As she left Vancouver behind her she began to feel more confident at the wheel, and watched in awe as the countryside unfolded on either side of her on the wide, empty highway. The land stretched away from her in every direction on a huge and grand scale such as she had never seen before, from the towering trees nearby to the snow-capped mountains in the remote distance. And everywhere there was sky, vast acres of blue, which to a Londoner seemed nothing short of a miracle.


She started to hum, optimism filling her glass way past the half-full mark, and she found herself improvising a ditty about driving towards Hope which, by the chorus, had become ‘I’m going to Hope.’ She smiled. What a wonderful word hope was, and how brilliant it must be to live there. Everything you did would sound like an act of faith. I’m going shopping in Hope. I’m walking in Hope. I’m going to lunch in Hope.


Not a bad idea, she decided with a grin, and in Hope I shall also ditch this damn wig and leave Sally Black’s curse far behind me.


The town offered everything she had anticipated and more, and by the time she left it she was replete, having consumed a huge plate of waffles topped with maple-cured bacon and covered in maple syrup (when in Rome, had been her thought), and had turned herself into a blonde cowgirl, right down to the Wrangler jeans, the hat, the distressed suede jacket, and the utterly fabulous and to-die-for cowboy boots with the turquoise snakeskin trim. A serendipitous stop in a tourist shop had produced not only the postcards she’d gone in for but also a T-shirt which proclaimed she was ‘Living in Hope’, and thus transformed and uplifted, she was back on the road again, motoring up the Trans-Canada Highway.


If she had thought that the scenery had been awe-inspiring before, the further she drove, the more astonishment she felt at the grandeur of nature’s bounty. Following the massive Fraser River which made the Thames look like a stream, she crossed canyons, climbed hills, went through mountains via long winding tunnels, and still the land went on and on in huge swooping, sweeping green vistas.


Everything was perfect: she had a fun new costume, it was a glorious day, the sun was shining, the view through her windscreen was quite simply astonishing, and Celine Dion was busting a gut on the radio every fifth song. (Well – almost everything was perfect anyway.) With nothing to do but cruise along for another few hours enjoying the scenery and trying to out-yodel Canada’s national treasure, her thoughts turned inevitably to Andy, and how much she was looking forward to meeting him in the flesh.


She’d been honest with Minnie. She wasn’t in this for romance, and it didn’t matter at all what he looked like. For all she cared he could be a potato head with bow legs and stem-to-stern skin tags – although naturally if he did turn out to be drop-dead gorgeous you wouldn’t hear her complain. He was just so different from anyone she had ever encountered before, with his homespun wisdom, his dry sense of humour, his dependably empathic and insightful response to her problems, and his terrific sense of responsibility where his daughter Robyn was concerned. He was an all-round regular guy. A true friend. A grown-up. Somebody you could turn to in troubled times, and know with certainty that he’d be there for you, that he’d go that extra mile.


Which was why she was going out to his aid. Quid pro quo. He’d scratched her back, and now she would scratch his. Metaphorically speaking, of course.


At Cache Creek she left Highway 1 for Highway 97 and Minnie’s voice came into her head, pointing out in her phlegmatic Yorkshire accent that if she didn’t watch out she’d find herself up Cache Creek without a paddle. Kate grinned. What a character. But Minnie didn’t need to worry. Whatever happened on this adventure, however dangerous it may prove to life and limb (witness Andy’s broken arm, and him an experienced rider) it would be infinitely more exciting and rewarding than hiding behind her computer, going nowhere, holed up in her flat alone.


She just couldn’t wait to get started, to roll up her sleeves and pitch in at her first birth. Or to flip her first waffle. Whichever would be the most help. If Old Pete was still limber enough to get mounted, then perhaps he, with his vast cowboy experience, would be more useful out on the range than she could ever be, in which case she would happily take over his cooking duties. According to Andy, the old timer still hankered after the good old days before his advanced age drove him out of the saddle and into the kitchen.


And then there was probably stuff she could do to help out with thirteen-year-old Robyn, giving her a hand with her homework perhaps, and driving her to school – at least she had the right vehicle for it! She’d just be adaptable and slot in wherever she was needed. She certainly wasn’t afraid of hard work, and she was definitely no wimp. Until the recent Sally Black débâcle, she’d been a four-times-a-weeker down at the gym.


Despite the fact that she’d had an almost sleepless nine-hour flight followed by a six-hour drive, she felt energised and enthusiastic and ready for anything – especially meeting these three people who she already felt so fond of – so it was with great excitement that she saw the sign to Green Lake where, according to the excellent directions on Andy’s web site, she would finally leave the highway. Ms Dion now having been silenced, Ms Thornton broke into a spirited rendition of ‘Home, Home on the Range’, and before you could say ‘head ’em up and move ’em out’, she was bouncing down the Blue Yonder Ranch road with all four wheels driving, and feeling on top of the world.


The only trouble with being on top of the world, as Minnie McAlpine might have pointed out to her if she’d been riding shotgun in the SUV, is that it can be an awfully long nose-dive to the ground.
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Here at last, two miles down the unmade road, in a picturesque pastoral idyll, was the ranch house, looking reassuringly familiar to Kate from the photos she’d seen on the web. Built from logs and stone, it had been in Andy’s family for generations apparently, his great-grandfather having staked his claim here as a young man. With its steep pitched roof and wooden verandahs, its curl of wood smoke spiralling from the chimney, it was everything she had hoped for. Driving into the deserted yard, she parked and turned off the engine, and for a moment did nothing more than sit and listen to the stillness. Bliss. Getting out, she stretched luxuriously and filled her lungs with fresh clean air, looking around her for signs of life. Of that, there was plenty. A tabby cat walked by, eyeing her warily, carrying a kitten in its jaws; a gaggle of chickens streaked across the yard towards her, hoping no doubt to be fed; a young colt kicked its heels in the nearby corral.


Humans beings, however, were in shorter supply, she being the lone representative. Well, that was soon solved. No doubt Robyn was at school, Old Pete must have taken the guests out riding, and Andy was probably in the kitchen, trying out his one good arm at cooking the supper. Or maybe – wouldn’t this be a hoot – maybe he was at the computer even now, trying to find her in cyberspace for a game of backgammon and a chat. There was only one way to find out.


Opening up the back of the SUV, she was dragging her case out when a ‘Yee-haaa!’ broke the silence and a small posse of cowboys rode into the yard. She raised her hand in welcome. ‘Hello there!’ she called, and was rewarded by an answering, ‘Howdy, pardner!’ from an ebullient man in his mid-forties. Surely this couldn’t be Old Pete – wasn’t he at least twenty years too young? Shielding her eyes against the sun she walked towards them, making out as she did so that three of them were women, and that the only other man in the party was tall, dark and totally toothsome. Yee-ha indeed!


‘Is Andy around?’ she asked as she approached them.


The tall dark stranger gave a brief nod in reply. ‘Be with you in a minute, ma’am,’ he said, swinging one long lean leg over his saddle to dismount. ‘Okay, you folks know the drill,’ he told the rest of the posse. ‘Tack off, brush down, horses in the corral.’ Not a man to waste words then, but with his looks, who needed a solilquy?


The groans as they got off their horses, and the way they all staggered about stiff-limbed once they’d hit the ground told Kate that those he’d addressed must be holiday guests, so who the devil was he? For one wild moment of breathless excitement she studied his arms for signs of a plaster cast, and was disappointed to note that he appeared to be using both hands to groom his horse without any trouble at all. Must be a hired hand then. Although Andy had told her he didn’t have the money to employ extra staff, only an occasional student during the peak summer weeks, and this man must surely have left his student days behind him at least ten years ago. Well, whoever he was, he was gorgeous!


‘Hi,’ she said, edging her way through the horses to his side.


‘Hi,’ he answered, not pausing from his labours. ‘Weren’t we expecting you tomorrow?’


Kate smiled, trying to engage him in eye contact, which was pretty tricky as he was bending down to clean out his horse’s hoofs at the time. ‘I wasn’t expected at all,’ she told him. ‘This is something of a surprise visit.’


The speed with which he stood up to look her over properly almost sent her flying, but as far as eye contact went she couldn’t have asked for more – he was practically boring holes through her head. What she could have done without, however, was the look of fear and loathing that filled his gaze as he examined her, his jaw muscles tensing, as if to prevent words of bile pouring out. ‘You don’t say,’ he said finally.


Thoroughly wrong-footed, Kate tried to maintain her friendly smile. ‘Oh yes I do,’ she said flippantly. The effect on him was immediate and explosive.


‘Do you call this fair?’ he demanded. ‘Do you call it right to hound us like this, when I’m clearly doing the best job I know how?’


She blinked at the force of his fury. ‘I—’ she began.


‘You know, you’d have thought that maybe I’d’ve gotten some help from you people,’ he continued. ‘Instead of being threatened like this, and sneaked up on, like I was some kind of criminal.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Kate, flapping her hands weakly in a placatory fashion and backing away. ‘I think there must be some kind of misunderstanding—’


‘Damn right there is, and it’s all over on your side of the fence,’ he spat venomously, abandoning his horse to pursue her, his finger jabbing the air in the direction of her chest. ‘So just so we set the record all nice and neat, read my lips: Robyn has been in school every damn day since you sent that last letter, and if you’re telling me different, then you’re calling her a liar, and you’re calling me a liar. Is that what you want to do?’


‘Absolutely not,’ Kate averred nervously. ‘No way at all. Heavens forfend. Not a chance.’


Surprised by this retreat, the heat went out of him. ‘Okay then,’ he said. ‘So, don’t let me keep you. I’m sure you’ve got other people to harrass.’ And with that he turned his back on her to return to his horse.


‘You know,’ Kate called after him, trying to muster a non-threatening smile, ‘I think we just might have a case of mistaken identity here.’


He turned slowly then to look at her, suspicion in his eyes, but still he remained silent. Surely this couldn’t be … could it? ‘Andy?’ she chanced. For who else but Robyn’s father would jump to the conclusion she was here about her poor school attendance? ‘Are you Andy Barrett?’


‘And if I was?’


‘Andy the Cowboy?’ she asked incredulously.


By way of an answer he glanced down at his boots, tipped back his hat with one finger, and leaned against his horse. ‘No, I’m Andy the Astronaut,’ he said, without a hint of a smile. ‘I just dress this way and live out here to avoid the publicity. But damn, you found me, Miss …?’


How funny. Here, in the flesh, was the dry sense of humour which had been tickling her funny bone for the last few weeks at her computer. Well, two could play at that game. ‘Hari,’ she said, eyes twinkling. ‘Mata Hari, at your service.’


A look of puzzled wariness met her mischievous smile which she barely registered, her interest focusing instead on his uninjured limbs. Now the puzzlement was all hers. ‘But, Andy, what happened to your arm?’ she said.


Slowly his eyes slid downwards, examining first one arm then the other. ‘Nothing?’ he replied.


‘But you broke one,’ she protested. ‘That’s why I’m here.’


A sudden flash of comprehension crossed his face. ‘God dammit,’ he said. ‘Is that what she told you, that I’d busted my arm?’


‘Who?’ she asked, completely at sea.


‘Robyn of course, who in hell are we talking about?’ he replied crossly.


‘You, we’re talking about you! You told me,’ she said with a strained laugh, feeling rather tetchy now herself.


‘I told you,’ he repeated, turning this over in his mind. ‘What, on the phone?’


‘No, on the computer!’ Why was he denying it; what was wrong with the man? ‘Oh, for heavens sake, Andy, come off it! You wrote and told me that a bird had flown up from the brush and spooked your horse, and that you’d ended up somersaulting backwards over its tail and landing badly.’


At last the penny appeared to have dropped. ‘So, with a busted arm I needed some help around the place?’ he checked.


‘Exactly!’


He shook his head in angry disbelief. ‘Jeez,’ he said finally. ‘Just wait till I—’


But there was no need to wait, apparently, since he broke off immediately, glaring over Kate’s right shoulder to bellow, ‘Robyn Barrett, get over here, right now!’


Turning to follow his gaze, Kate saw a pint-sized cowgirl rein in her palomino pony as she arrived in the yard. ‘Seems to be the trouble?’ she asked warily, holding her ground.


‘I said get over here,’ Andy growled, pointing at a spot in front of him.


Reluctantly the child obeyed, pressing her pony into a slow amble towards them. ‘Howdy, Mr and Mrs Matheson. Nancy. Louise,’ she said to the guests, who had been spinning out the grooming of their horses for some time in order to catch the interesting developments between Andy and Kate. ‘Ain’t it just fine to hear that old Blue Yonder welcome when a person gets home?’


But before any of them could think of a noncommittal reply – indeed, before the words were out of Robyn’s mouth – Andy had hauled her down to ground level, gripping her shoulders and looking her fiercely in the eye. ‘Have you been in school like we agreed?’ he demanded. ‘Have you?’


‘Yes, I’ve been in goddamn school, for all the goddamn good it’s doing me, learning stuff I’ll never have no goddamn use for!’ she countered, matching his fury.


‘Language!’ said Andy.


‘Shiiiit,’ returned Robyn.


‘Young lady, you are grounded!’


‘You mean I can’t ever leave the ranch, not even for school? Oh no, Brer Fox! Anything, anything but the briar patch!’ she cried, in mock alarm.


‘That’s right, go ahead, make it worse,’ Andy told her, gesturing towards Kate. ‘Let your teacher hear how you twist things around.’


Kate found herself being examined by yet another pair of scowling puzzled eyes. ‘Who, her?’ Robyn challenged him. ‘Ain’t no teacher of mine.’


Now Andy’s baleful glare swivelled Kate’s way too. ‘She’s right,’ she shrugged. ‘I’ve been trying to tell you but you haven’t been listening.’


‘Well hey, here’s something new,’ said Robyn drily. ‘Now will you let go of my goddamn arm?’


‘What have I told you about swearing?’ said Andy, determined to have the last word.


‘What have I told you about child abuse?’ Robyn parried back. ‘And now I got witnesses. Ow. Ow. Ow.’


‘Did you or did you not tell the folks at school that I’d busted my arm so you had to stay off school to help out around here?’ Andy demanded, trying to keep a grip on the proceedings, if not on his child.


‘No way!’ Robyn protested. ‘And if that’s what she told you, she’s a goddamn liar!’


‘I didn’t!’ said Kate. ‘I said—’


‘You said that I’d written to you, but I know that I didn’t,’ Andy said hotly. ‘Which leaves only one person it could’ve been.’


Kate suddenly felt exhausted, which was hardly surprising since she’d been awake now for twenty-two hours. ‘Look, let’s all calm down and start again,’ she said wearily. ‘It’s all very simple if you just get the idea out of your head that I’m here about Robyn. I’m not.’


‘See?’ said Robyn.


‘Andy, I’m Mata Hari,’ Kate enunciated carefully. No joyous cry of recognition came her way.


‘Mata Hari,’ she insisted, but still his look remained blank. ‘Doesn’t that ring any bells at all?’


‘Sure it does,’ he replied eventually, having clearly decided she was delusional. ‘And it’s good to see you looking so well. I guess reports of your death by firing squad back in nineteen-seventeen have been a mite exaggerated? Now if you’ll excuse me …’


‘Backgammon!’ Kate prompted him, beside herself with exasperation. ‘Andy the Cowboy and Mata Hari!’


He fixed her with a pitying look. ‘Mind if I take a rain check, Mata? See, I’m a little bit busy right now.’


‘No, not now, then! Like, two days ago? And every day before that for weeks! We play backgammon on the internet practically every day, sometimes two sessions, depending on your work, and we chat – we’ve become friends!’


‘Not me,’ said Andy firmly. ‘I haven’t played backgammon in years.’


‘Oh my God,’ Kate said slowly, after an uncomfortable silence in which every drop of her blood drained from the rest of her body and found its way to her face. ‘I’m so sorry. I think I’ve been the victim of a rather sick joke.’
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There had been times in her life when Kate Thornton would have given anything for an audience as attentive as this. There were no ringing cell phones, no coughing, fidgeting, no flicking through programmes, no banging of seats for someone to visit the loo, not even the surreptitious rustle of sweet papers sullied the silence. Even the distant lowing of cattle had eerily faded, as if, in their far-off pasture, they were standing alert, ears twitching, to catch the next improbable part of her tale. Does it need to be said? She had come to the bit about the soap star and the death threats.


‘So I thought, you know, what the hell?’ she floundered self consciously, longing for some welcome interruption to her monologue. ‘I needed to get out of the country for a while, and Andy needed help on the ranch. Or at least, I thought he did. Wrongly, obviously. So I just jumped on a plane, hired that whacking great SUV thingy, and here I am.’


‘Weren’t that wrong,’ Robyn offered generously, the only one of the assembled company, apparently, who was prepared to give Kate the benefit of the doubt in the credibility department. ‘Can always use help around here.’


Andy quashed Robyn with a dark glance. ‘Well, sorry your trip was wasted, Miss …?’


‘Thornton. Kate Thornton. Call me Kate,’ she invited him with a hopeful smile.


‘But as you can see I’m all in one piece and we’ve got everything covered here,’ he replied, eschewing her offer of first-name terms. ‘And speaking of which, better get on.’


‘Seems to me,’ said the unquashed Robyn to his retreating back as he attempted to cross the yard to the ranch house, ‘that if Kate here had’ve been your internet friend, she couldn’t have been more faithful and true. Shows some spirit, spending all that money on flying out all this way to help you birth them calves. Wouldn’t you say so, Mr Matheson?’


‘Well,’ said Bill uncomfortably, with an eye on his irascible host.


‘Would you do that, Nancy?’ the child pursued. ‘Cross the Atlantic to go help out somebody you ain’t never even met?’


‘Got me there. Can’t say I would,’ Nancy allowed, scuffing the dirt with her toe.


‘Would you do that, Andy?’ Robyn challenged him.


‘Can’t see where this conversation’s heading,’ he replied tersely over his shoulder, ‘except putting off getting down to your chores.’


‘It’s heading to offering this lady a room while she catches her breath and tries to figure out what to do next,’ she declared, raising her voice to reach him. ‘Not as if we’re exactly over-booked right now, is it, Andy? Think we could squeeze her in someplace.’


For a man who was hopping mad he managed to execute an almost militarily perfect, albeit eerily slow, about-face. ‘Okay,’ he said finally, acknowledging defeat. ‘Lot on my mind. Wasn’t thinking. You’re welcome to stay the night, ma’am, no charge. Supper’s at seven thirty. Robyn’ll take you to your room.’


‘Really? Thank you so much, that’s really kind of you,’ said Kate, relieved and grateful beyond measure. ‘I’m absolutely cream-crackered, actually,’ she told the assembled company. Their raised eyebrows told her that this was not in doubt. ‘Tired,’ she explained hastily. ‘And, you know, I wouldn’t dream of not paying. At least Sally Black has improved my finances,’ she joked. ‘Under a death sentence I may be, but solvent.’


‘As you please,’ Andy said curtly. ‘Robyn, I’ll see you in the office after you’ve shown her to her room.’


‘Gotta do my chores first,’ was her cheery reply.


‘After your chores then,’ he said, in a voice that was not wanting in intensity, and he disappeared into the ranch house yelling vituperatively, ‘Old Pete? We got one extra for supper.’


The show being over, and their horses having been groomed to within an inch of their lives, there was nothing further to detain the city slickers from Vancouver, and they too retired inside. Grabbing Kate’s suitcase, Robyn led the way to her room.


‘Thanks for getting him to let me stay,’ said Kate.


‘Welcome.’


‘So you’re Robyn,’ she said, examining the tomboy at her side with affection. ‘It’s good to meet you at last. At least you’re how I’d imagined.’


‘And you’re the Dutch belly dancer turned spy. Not how I imagined you at all, Mata Hari.’


Kate laughed. ‘I’m impressed,’ she said. ‘The two of you seem to be very well informed about my namesake.’


Robyn heaved a damning sigh and rolled her eyes. ‘Yeah, well, that’s on account of us having gotten on to H just this last week. Andy’s idea of fun is him and me reading the encyclopaedia together of an evening. Swear to God you could test me on any useless thing from A through G right now, and I bet I’d have the answer.’


‘How about A for Andy?’ Kate enquired.


‘Not much to tell there that you don’t already know,’ Robyn snorted. ‘You just seen him at his best.’


‘Seems like he’s under a lot of pressure?’


‘Yeah, and he don’t mind sharing it around.’ She kicked open a door with her boot. ‘Here’s your room. It ain’t much, but it’s the best one we got left. Bathroom’s down the hall. Settle in, and I’ll see you at supper. Like he said, it’s at seven thirty, and Old Pete gets pretty ornery about latecomers. Been known to turn ’em down flat.’


‘Righty-ho,’ said Kate bravely, surveying her room with a sinking heart. This was the ‘no frills’ end of the guest ranch industry then. There was a bed, a wardrobe, a dresser, a chair, a bare bulb hanging from the ceiling, a telephone. ‘A telephone,’ she said, brightening.


‘No international calls, no room service,’ said Robyn. ‘Catch you later,’ and with that she was gone.


Kate collapsed on to the bed in total shock. Which way was up? It was no use asking her. Her head was vibrating like a struck gong.


‘Gordon Bennet,’ she said to the silence.


To have been so taken in. And by whom? Was Andy lying, for reason unknown, and if so, what might that reason be? She gave this her full attention for a while, but her brain felt too foggy with tiredness to come up with a credible explanation. She was tempted just to give in to her exhaustion and let herself drift to sleep where she lay, but then, she reminded herself sharply, sitting up to put herself out of temptation’s way, she would miss supper, and with it any chance she might have of solving this puzzle. One night, that’s all he’d given her. One night to try to make sense of all this.


No. It was absurd. Ridiculous to come all this way only to turn tail immediately and go back home, where Sally Black’s assassins still lay in wait for her. She’d geared herself up for a big adventure in a far-off land, and she’d certainly found it. She couldn’t just walk away from this mystery now, return to her small life in her small flat, weld herself back to the computer screen after a mere two days of freedom. And why should she? she thought, warming to her theme. She was paying to stay here after all, and as Robyn had said, they weren’t exactly chocker. She could stay on for as long as she liked. Certainly till she’d got to the bottom of all this. She couldn’t be the subject of a bizarre enigma and just walk away from it, could she? No way.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
   
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg
HOT TO TROT

Lou Wakefield





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
HODDER &
STOUGHTON





