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Chapter One

June

The train crossed the river twice on the way into London. Why should that be? Mariana wondered. Then she remembered that Ascot was west of the city and the Thames lay like a wriggling snake across the map, looping and doubling back in a way that confused even English natives, which she wasn’t. Seven years’ residence in a country didn’t make you one of those.

She shook thoughts of rivers and snakes from her head and reached for the hand of the man by her side, a tall Yorkshireman, awkwardly trussed up in a morning suit, a top hat perched on his pinstriped knee. He grinned and eagerly returned the pressure of her fingers. A pang of fierce emotion gripped her. She’d promised herself not to fall in love again - it hurt too much when it went wrong. But love was not ordained by logic and what she felt for this particular man broke all the rules she’d laid down for herself. Not even Emile had ruled her heart the way Simon now did. The idea of soon being married to him would  have thrilled her - if she wasn’t petrified it would never happen.

There was an air of barely suppressed gaiety in the carriage. Most of the passengers were returning from the first day of the Royal Ascot meeting, early birds who had cut out before the last race of the afternoon in order to beat the rush. Many of them carried winnings in their pocket, a substantial lunch in their bellies and more than enough champagne in their veins to keep laughter ringing out. The fact that all were gussied up to the hilt in tailcoats and extravagant summer dresses, with headgear to match, added to the party atmosphere.

Only the man sitting opposite Mariana looked less than enchanted. And Mariana knew that she was the reason. She smiled at him, playing the one card in her life that never failed - her golden Brazilian beauty. But Simon’s uncle stared back at her without sympathy, his flinty grey eyes immune to her charm.

Anger flared within her and she quickly looked away. How had he found out? Had someone come to him with information or was it just his natural suspicion that had led him to investigate her story?

Whatever the reason, the man had her measure and she was running out of options. The one she preferred right now was to smash the carriage window and, like some super-powered action heroine, hurl Simon’s beloved Uncle Geoffrey out of the speeding train to his death in the river below.

 



Simon savoured the journey into London in a tipsy glow of well-being. The sun was shining on a brilliant summer afternoon, he was with the two people he  loved most in his life - and he had just witnessed the most important winner of his career.

On the face of it, few casual followers of the Flat racing season would have been surprised to see that Willowdale Stables of North Yorkshire had saddled a winner on the first afternoon of Royal Ascot. Willowdale had been winning high-class races for three decades but for the best part of that time Simon’s father had been in charge.

As Aquiline had crossed the line ahead of the other nineteen runners in the six-furlong Coventry Stakes, his uncle had grabbed Simon in a hug that concertinaed the breath from his lungs. ‘Just think what your father would say,’ he’d blurted into Simon’s ear.

‘Did Dad ever win the Coventry?’ he’d asked once he’d freed himself from his uncle’s grip.

‘Never. And he tried often enough. It was about the only decent race he didn’t win here, mind.’

It was tough to follow a legend. Philip Waterford had built Willowdale from scratch and turned it into the best training yard for Flat horses in the north-east. For thirty years he had sent out horses in the peak of condition to compete at courses throughout the British Isles and, in the latter stages of his career, all over the world. Phil had saddled runners in the Breeder’s Cup, the Melbourne Cup and the Arc de Triomphe - which he won twice. Add to that a Derby win and a plethora of victories in Group 1 races and the task of succeeding his father would have daunted men less prone to intimidation than Simon.

A journalist who pounced on Simon after the presentation lost no time in bringing up Phil’s name. ‘I suppose your thoughts are with your father at this moment.’

‘I think of him all the time,’ Simon said. ‘To be honest, I feel a bit of an impostor.’

By his side, Geoff had raised a quizzical eyebrow. As the journalist turned away, he said, ‘Don’t do yourself down, son. There’s no guarantee even Phil would have got that horse here in the shape you did.’

Simon supposed there might be some truth in that. Aquiline was as temperamental as he was quick over the ground. He had taken special handling in the months leading up to this moment. But, as with anything to do with horses in a yard, it had not been him alone who had put in the time. Though he was the boss, training was a team effort. One member of the team in particular sprang to mind - as she invariably did.

‘Where’s Mariana?’ he asked. He looked around for the distinctive figure of his fiancée. At an inch under six feet in a sunshine-yellow dress and a riot of blond shoulder-length curls that no hat could obscure, Mariana was easy to spot. Since she’d exploded into his life, she’d amazed him in many ways - not least in her knowledge and rapport with horses. She gave Aquiline a daily massage, led him out for picks of grass and sought other ways to calm his erratic nature. If anyone deserved special credit for today’s performance, it was her. But she had refused to stand on the dais by his side for the presentation or to pose for the photographs that followed. Her modesty was admirable but Simon thought it misplaced, though in the press of events he’d had no chance to persuade her otherwise.

‘She’s with Jeremy.’ Geoff indicated behind Simon where a group of race-goers was assembled around  Aquiline’s owner. Even over the chatter of the excited throng wine-merchant Jeremy Masterton’s voice could be heard, flowing in an effortless public school drawl as he held court. He cut a handsome figure, every inch the successful racehorse owner in his tailcoat and top hat, which he wore with the ease of long familiarity. It seemed entirely appropriate to Simon that the best-looking woman in sight should be standing by his side. But Mariana caught his glance and rolled her eyes fractionally. Whenever Simon was inclined to be jealous of the man who had ushered this glorious girl into his life, he remembered what she had once said about him. ‘I’d only consider going to bed with Jeremy if I had trouble sleeping.’

She patted Jeremy’s arm and disengaged herself from the group. Simon savoured the sight of her gliding through the crowd towards him and noted the way she turned heads. It still seemed improbable that she had chosen him to share her future.

‘Here she comes,’ he said.

Geoff laid a heavy hand on his arm. ‘Look, we’ve got to have a talk.’

‘Sure, what about?’

‘Not now - later. But it needs to be in private - all right?’

His uncle had seemed intent, his grip urgent. Why was that? Simon wondered as the train travelled onwards.

 



Often in his life Geoff had wished he were not such a nosy bugger. Important business relationships had gone sour, not to mention a marriage, because he had not been able to resist turning over stones. But any  Yorkshireman worth his salt would prefer to be tagged a suspicious bastard than a fool. And a fool is what he would have been if he had not followed his instincts in the matter of Mariana Hamilton.

The first thing his instincts told him was that, just to look at her, the girl from Brazil was clearly out of Simon’s league. Compared to her, the honest local lasses his nephew had courted before were drooping lilies in the shade of a magnificent sunflower. She was a woman who wouldn’t look out of place on the arm of a prince or a playboy or, at any rate, a sophisticated city smoothy like Jeremy Masterton.

Jeremy, as it happened, had been responsible for introducing Mariana to Simon; she had accompanied him to Willowdale in the spring to look at Aquiline. According to Simon, Jeremy claimed he’d met her at a charity lunch where she’d been the guest of Meg Russell, a well-preserved widow in her fifties who was spending her late husband’s fortune on thoroughbreds and her leisure time with Jeremy. Given Meg’s friendly nature, her patronage of Mariana seemed credible enough and Geoff had taken the Brazilian girl at face value, even when she took up residence in March at Meg’s house across the valley.

Every time Geoff dropped in at Willowdale at the beginning of the Flat season, he encountered Mariana. He could hardly miss her, for Simon was to be found at her side - ‘drooling like a lovesick puppy’ as Ken, the head lad, put it. According to Ken, Simon had been squiring her around every evening, taking her to the best restaurants and night spots in the county.

Head lad was a misnomer of a title for Ken, he was  at least Geoff’s age and a Willowdale stalwart for thirty years. He could be an invaluable source of information, as on this occasion. ‘He took her clubbing in Leeds the other night,’ Ken confided.

Clubbing? Judging by past behaviour, Simon was as likely to take to the dance floor as walk through a minefield. On the other hand, Mariana seemed capable of luring a lovesick swain wherever she wanted. Even in a shapeless sweater with her honey-blond curls blowing over her unmade-up face, she looked all set for a Sunday supplement photographer to appear and start snapping away.

Ken had guessed what Geoff was thinking. ‘The boss has got it bad,’ he said.

‘Physical infatuation - she’s pretty enough. He’ll soon get her out of his system.’

Ken had looked at him shrewdly. ‘I wouldn’t bank on it. She’s got a head on her shoulders that one.’

‘Really?’

‘And she knows how to handle a horse.’

That had been food for thought.

When it became clear that the romance was not going to blow itself out quickly - after Mariana had made herself a fixture at Willowdale House as well as in the yard - Geoff tried to reconcile himself to her presence. Maybe it was simple jealousy that was driving his opposition. After all, no Brazilian angel had ever warmed his bed, nor was ever likely to at his time of life. It would be churlish, he thought, to hold her good looks against her. After all, this was about Simon’s happiness, not his. And Simon could hardly keep the grin off his face from morning till night.

His daughter, Alison, was the next to speak up for  the newcomer. ‘I went shopping with Mariana in Leeds. She works for a fashion house - or used to.’

‘Used to?’

‘Till recently, anyway. She’s given me a fabulous Brazilian bikini, though I’m not sure I’ve got the nerve to wear it. It’s one of those dental floss ones - you know.’

Geoff wasn’t sure he wanted to have this conversation with his daughter. It made him uncomfortable.

‘I’ll take it to South Africa next time I go out to see Mum,’ Alison said. ‘See what she thinks.’

Geoff thought that, knowing his ex, she’d probably steal the bikini for herself. Karen kept herself in shape, a necessary requirement for a husband hunter. She was currently on her third, a steel magnate with a weakness for the bottle, hence Alison’s residence in England, for which Geoff was profoundly grateful.

‘Do you think it will last with this girl and Simon?’ he asked.

‘God, I hope so. It’s about time Simon took up with someone nice. And don’t call her “this girl”. You should make an effort to get to know her properly.’

Geoff took the comment to heart and treated Mariana to a swanky lunch to unveil her mysteries. And she’d responded up to a point. She’d talked at length about her father and how he had trained many winners in South America - she’d even brought him newspaper cuttings, not that he could read them, being in Portuguese, but the photos were clear. He’d seen for himself how well she sat in a saddle. Her affection for horses was the part of her story he could buy. But what about the rest of it? Her activities from the age of sixteen to the present. Where were the  photos and scrapbooks of her life in Europe? Somehow he didn’t believe she’d spent all that time marketing bikinis.

He asked her about previous boyfriends but she’d not been forthcoming. There had been one or two but ‘no one special’.

The special man in her life turned out to be Simon for, just as Geoff had reconciled himself to Mariana’s place in the yard, his nephew announced his engagement.

‘Are you sure?’ was the first thing he said. ‘You’ve known her less than a month.’

But there was no budging Simon. ‘We won’t get hitched till the summer. Give you time to get used to it, Uncle.’

‘This summer?’ At first Geoff had thought his nephew had been joking but it turned out he’d been serious. There was a registry office booked for next month.

Simon was a man of twenty-nine, running his own business and making daily decisions on the welfare of animals worth hundreds of thousands of pounds. Geoff didn’t feel he had any option but to clap him on the back and say, ‘Congratulations.’

But his misgivings would not be denied. He owed it to Simon’s parents - his late sister and brother-in-law - to satisfy himself that Mariana was no more or less than she claimed to be. He’d promised Phil as he waited for the operation to clear the cancer from his throat that, if it came to the worst, he’d look out for Simon as if he were his own son. In truth that’s how he felt about the lad. And though Phil had survived the op, the worst had come along just the same three agonising months later. 

He was duty bound to investigate the girl’s background.

He tried the civilised route, quizzing Mariana about her family, and discovered that all her relatives, barring a half-sister, were - conveniently - no longer living. Then he tried talking to Meg and Jeremy. Meg, it turned out, had only recently become acquainted when Mariana had approached her to recommend a possible distributor for a line of Brazilian beachwear. And Jeremy said that she was a protégée of Meg’s, then admitted that he’d known Mariana for ‘a year or two’ from bumping into her at fund-raising events for the Jockeys Disability Charity, of which he was a trustee. And Geoff had learned no more than that, even when he confided in Jeremy that he was thinking of hiring a private inquiry agent to look into Mariana’s past on behalf of his nephew.

Jeremy had been less than impressed. ‘Good God, man, Simon’s old enough to choose his own wife, isn’t he?’

In consequence, Geoff didn’t feel he had much option but to put the matter in the hands of a professional. Within days he’d hit paydirt. Dirt, anyway.

To her credit, Mariana didn’t deny what he’d discovered though she did try to explain. She’d been a penniless student at the time and escort work paid the bills and left her time for her studies. She’d given it up years ago.

Geoff wasn’t unsympathetic. The girl had been on her own in London with rent to pay. In those circumstances a person might well cash in whatever chips they held - and Mariana’s assets were undeniably bankable.

It was when Mariana insisted that all she had done was to sell her company to a few lonely men that Geoff felt his heart harden. He didn’t take kindly to having the wool pulled over his eyes. He’d seen the prices listed by the escort agency on the internet. Not even millionaires paid that kind of money simply for a dinner companion. All the same, he agreed to allow her to tell Simon herself. He told himself that people were allowed youthful mistakes. If Simon could live with the knowledge that his fiancée had subsidised her studies by selling herself, then that was his business. He had no doubt that Mariana would be persuasive.

But, as he sat on the train opposite his lovesick nephew and the girl who had bewitched him, he guessed that she had not kept her promise. Well, if Mariana wouldn’t come clean herself than he would have to do the deed. He regretted that he hadn’t done it already.

 



Simon had been pondering Geoff’s request to have a private talk. Despite Aquiline’s win and the prevailing party mood, Simon could plainly see that something was eating away at his uncle. Even Mariana, it seemed, couldn’t cheer him up. As their journey approached its end - just one more stop remained before Waterloo - Simon reckoned he had worked out what was on Geoff’s mind: a horse called Jennifer Eccles.

Aquiline wasn’t the only fancied runner from Willowdale taking part in the Royal Ascot meeting. Jennifer Eccles was entered for Friday’s big race, the Coronation Stakes, a mile-long contest for three-year-old fillies. Although she was among the fancied  runners she hadn’t enjoyed the most conventional start to her racing career. Arriving in the yard at the beginning of the previous season, she had picked up an injury before she’d even seen a racecourse. One niggle led to another and throughout the summer she remained on the sick list, to the frustration of one of her owners, Charlie Talbot. Charlie had acquired the horse in partnership with Geoff who had spotted her at the Deauville sales and bought her for £20,000. At the end of the season, without Jenny making one appearance in a race, Charlie had blown his top.

Geoff had brought him to the yard to look the horse over and Simon summarised what the vet had told him about her condition the previous day. It boiled down to the fact that Jennifer Eccles had split a pastern bone and no one had a clue how long it would take to mend - if ever.

‘So you’re saying she might never race at all?’ Charlie was a jumbo-sized Cockney who’d made money developing houses in the south-east property boom. He looked quite capable of putting an apartment block up with his bare hands - or tearing it down.

‘I wouldn’t bank on it,’ Simon said in reply. ‘It happens sometimes-a horse doesn’t ever get fit enough to run. It’s a pity. She’s such a pretty thing.’

She was too, a shapely chestnut with a blaze of white running from her brow down to the tip of her nose.

‘She’d be a damn sight prettier turned into dog meat,’ Charlie snapped. ‘At least then I’d have something to sell. She’s costing me an arm and a leg just to keep her in this luxury hotel of yours.’

Though Charlie wasn’t exactly a charmer, Simon could understand how he felt. Keeping a horse in training wasn’t cheap, even if you shared the cost, as Charlie was doing with Geoff. What with regular vet’s bills and no outings to the racecourse to look forward to, it was not surprising Charlie was unhappy. Simon had heard from Geoff that the big man was feeling the pinch now the property market had gone sour.

‘You can sell out to me, if you like.’

Simon was as surprised by Geoff’s words as Charlie obviously was.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I feel I’ve landed you with a bad investment so I’ll buy you out. I’ll give you fifteen thousand for her.’

It was a generous offer as Charlie had only paid £10,000 for his share in the first place, particularly considering that it was unlikely the horse even had a future in racing.

Charlie’s big pink face screwed into an expression that plainly said, ‘What’s the catch?’

‘You’ll give me fifteen grand for a horse with a wonky leg? What do you know that I don’t?’

‘Nothing. As I said, I’m the reason you invested in the horse and you haven’t even got a run out of her. I feel responsible.’ Geoff broke into an unexpected grin. For much of the time he could be mistaken for a caricature of a stony-featured Yorkshireman. His smile was all the more persuasive as a result. ‘I’ll give you back the ten for your half and another five to make up for what you’ve laid out in stable costs. Deal?’ He held out his hand.

As Simon remembered, the big man almost snapped his uncle’s arm off in his eagerness to accept.

The irony was that from the moment Charlie bowed out of the picture, Jennifer Eccles began to pick up. Over the winter, the leg which had bothered her had healed and grown strong. By early spring, Simon was able to give her some serious work and she surprised everyone with her speed. She made her debut at Bath in April and won in a canter by ten clear lengths.

Shortly after her second win in a listed race at Newmarket, Charlie Talbot paid an unannounced visit to the yard. Simon, though pushed for time, proudly showed him a resurgent horse.

‘She doesn’t look any bloody different to last time.’

‘Believe me, she is. The vet said it would take time for her to recover and it did.’

Charlie wasn’t impressed. ‘As I remember it, there wasn’t any guarantee she’d recover at all. Last time I saw her she was only fit for dog food.’

‘You said that, Charlie, not me.’

The big man ignored the rebuke.

‘So what’s she worth now then?’

‘I couldn’t say exactly.’

‘There’s a surprise. More than a measly fifteen grand though, eh? Probably ten times that. And if she wins big races and goes on to breed she’ll be worth millions.’

‘Hang on, don’t get carried away.’

‘Don’t tell me what to do, you long streak of Yorkshire piss. You and your uncle stitched me up like a kipper.’ He turned the malevolent glare of his beetroot-red face full on Simon, his small blue eyes like chips of ice. ‘Tell dear Uncle Geoff he’ll be hearing from my solicitor very shortly.’

But it was Dave, the vet, who received the letter,  demanding past medical reports on the horse’s condition. Dave showed it to Simon with some amusement. ‘He won’t get any joy out of me,’ he said. ‘I always said she might improve with time and she did. End of story.’

Geoff had been disappointed, as he put it, to hear of these developments. ‘I’ll give Charlie a call,’ he told Simon.

‘Well, for God’s sake, don’t give him any more money. You’ve been more than fair with him.’

‘Don’t worry. I’ll sort it out.’

But whatever was said on the phone had not smoothed the matter over. Simon learned that Charlie had subsequently turned up at Geoff’s west London home with a couple of rough-looking labourers. He claimed they were working on a development just round the corner from Geoff’s property and were passing on the off chance.

‘He had the nerve to present me with an invoice which valued Jennifer Eccles at a quarter of a millions pounds,’ Geoff told him. ‘Taking into account the ten grand I’d reimbursed him, he was looking for one hundred and fifteen thousand.’

Simon had laughed - it seemed the only sane response. ‘What about the other five you paid him?’

‘He said I’d given him that for the training fees, so it didn’t go to the value of the horse. On reflection, paying him that extra has caused all this trouble. I only did it because it was the first horse he’d had a part of and I felt bad about the way things had turned out.’

Simon saw the point. It had made the buyout seem too good to be true for a man with a suspicious nature. 

‘Charlie’s not a man who believes in luck,’ Geoff had added. ‘He’s the wrong type to get involved in horseracing.’

Amen to that, Simon had thought.

Since then, he had learned, Charlie’s builders had been seen sitting in a van outside Geoff’s flat. Geoff didn’t have a regular schedule for his London visits but somehow these men seemed to know his movements. When he accosted them, they suggested that they’d leave him alone once he’d settled Mr Talbot’s invoice.

Simon wasn’t up to date on recent developments in the argument - last time he’d asked, Geoff had said curtly, ‘Forget it, it’ll blow over soon’, but he’d spotted Talbot’s familiar figure in the crush at Ascot that afternoon, his bulk uncomfortably encased in a grey morning suit. Geoff had seen him too, Simon knew, and he’d turned away to avoid coming face to face with his adversary just before the running of the Coventry.

Simon wouldn’t be at all surprised if this business with Talbot was what was depressing Geoff. That night they were due at a dinner with Jeremy to celebrate Aquiline’s victory but he’d make a point of talking to his uncle before they went out. It wasn’t fair that he should carry the burden on his own.

 



Mariana noticed the two men step into the carriage as the train pulled out of Richmond. She knew they hadn’t just got on because she’d seen them on the platform at Ascot. They’d stuck out from the crowd because they plainly weren’t race-goers. One was short, in jeans and a white vest which showed off  muscular arms. The other was tall, maybe as tall as Simon though it was hard to tell because his height was exaggerated by his haircut of tall, greased-up spikes. Surrounded by men in their Ascot racing uniform, the pair were hard to miss. Mariana had been amused at the incongruity and the way that neither the race-goers nor the scruffs appeared to acknowledge the others’ presence.

The English were meant to be sober and conservative in their choice of clothes but, in her observation, they could be as flamboyant in their way as any other race on earth - some of the Ascot fashions on show proved that. What set them apart was their ability to walk through the world in a bubble of isolation. Nobody, for example, appeared to notice the man on the train who had spent his entire journey so far knitting. He sat a few rows down the carriage on the other side of the train clicking away with what looked like one long needle bent back on itself, the two ends fencing with a strand of olive-green wool. She watched, diverted from her troublesome thoughts by the clicking of those two points, wondering why no one else appeared to find this behaviour odd. A grown man, dressed like an office worker in suit and tie, was skilfully knitting a sweater. It was weird. But then, given the top hats and tailcoats and the glistening black spikes of the hairdo of the guy walking down the aisle, this train seemed positively surreal.

Spiky hair passed the knitting man without a glance and stopped by Simon. His companion slumped into the empty seat beside Geoffrey and stared insolently into her face.

How typical. They had ignored everyone else but now they had decided to pick on her.

 



Geoff turned from the window to look at the fellow who’d taken the seat next to him. He registered an unshaven face and bare arms, a silver bracelet on the wrist. The man standing in the aisle next to Simon was more noteworthy. What kind of idiot went round with his hair sticking up like that? He thought that look had gone out with Sid Vicious.

The train began to slow as it approached Clapham Junction and Geoff found himself hoping that these two clowns would get off. The standing guy was openly staring down the front of Mariana’s dress. She was undoubtedly the reason the men had invaded their space. Put out the honeypot and the flies will appear.

The spiky-haired fellow said something Geoff didn’t catch but his friend sniggered and Simon turned and glared at him.

‘What did you just say?’ The tone was sharp.

Mariana laid her hand on Simon’s arm.

The reply was clear this time. Loud and provocative. ‘I said the bitch has nice tits.’

Simon’s eyes narrowed with fury. Geoff noticed Mariana’s knuckles whiten as she restrained him.

The man spoke again. ‘So which of you two ugly bastards is banging her?’

Time froze for a second. Part of Geoff’s brain registered that they were pulling into a busy station, the platform teeming.

Simon sprang to his feet and swung a punch. The spike-haired man appeared unsurprised. It’s what he  wants, thought Geoff as the fellow stepped inside the blow and butted his nephew in the face.

But he was on his feet himself by then, jabbing with a left he knew had the power to lay this scum on his back. He’d boxed as a lad, still trained on a punchbag at the gym twice a week, he’d take this arrogant fool apart with the greatest pleasure.

I’ll knock his head off, he thought as he launched himself forward.

 



Mariana watched in disbelief as the brawl erupted out of nowhere. Blood spattered over her magnificent yellow dress as Simon clutched his wounded face. Geoff threw himself at Simon’s assailant but the man in the vest blocked him and held him back.

The train had stopped in the station and there were shouts and yells down the carriage. A woman’s screams sounded over the signal that the doors were opening and the two attackers were gone, pushing their way out of the carriage and disappearing into the crowd on the platform. No one, it seemed, tried to stop them but she wasn’t looking any longer. She knelt on the floor in front of Simon.

‘Let me see, let me see!’ she cried.

Other passengers were there now, offering handkerchiefs and strong hands. Simon was helped into a seat.

‘He’ll be all right,’ a voice said in her ear.

She looked for Geoff and realised he was lying next to her on the floor.

Across the aisle the man in the business suit was staring at her with a blank white face. Shock, she thought. At least he’d stopped knitting.

‘I can’t find a pulse,’ said someone.

Her legs were wet. She was kneeling in blood. The dress was ruined.

‘I think he’s dead,’ said the voice. ‘He’s been stabbed.’

Mariana’s heart lurched within her chest but Simon was looking at her now, battered but undeniably alive.

They were talking about Geoff.

Oh God.

Somehow, given her sinful thoughts and all that she had done, she knew it had to be her fault.




Chapter Two

March

Simon wasn’t in the yard when Mariana paid her first visit to Willowdale but he heard about it. The latest blonde to emerge from Jeremy Masterton’s Jag had apparently stopped half his staff in their tracks - the male half, that is. The girls also conceded, though with more reservation, that the girl had been remarkably pretty.

Simon heard the news with weary resignation. He knew how much Jeremy liked to show off the symbols of success - his car, his racehorse, a glamorous female companion. As Simon was in the business of keeping his owners happy he played his part in making everyone welcome at the yard, though it was not possible to be entirely unstinting in his admiration. For he was aware that the car belonged to Meg’s late husband and Jeremy had it on permanent loan; that Aquiline was the first decent animal Jeremy had ever owned; and that the girl was just the latest in a line of attractive young women he tried to impress. Simon had no doubt that, when bedtime came, Jeremy would be  laying his head on Meg’s pillow. And he didn’t imagine that today’s blonde visitor would be seen in his yard again.

He was forced to reconsider the next day when the girl returned, this time in Meg Russell’s Range Rover. There was no sign of Jeremy, just the two women. This was a turn-up for the books. Meg had never been known to bond with any of Jeremy’s young guests.

The woman was a few years younger than Simon, in her early twenties he supposed. Tall and slender, her hair streamed behind her like a banner in the breeze, attracting all eyes as she strode across the courtyard. Up close, her skin was a creamy café au lait of impossible perfection. She wore a brand-new fleece and jodhpurs that appeared sprayed on to her long legs. Her pristine riding boots gleamed. If Vogue had dressed her for the occasion, Simon would not have been surprised. She didn’t look real to him and, as a Yorkshire trainer with his feet firmly planted on the ground his father had bequeathed him, reality was what mattered.

Mariana was Brazilian, he was told. Or half Brazilian, since her father was English and she’d been brought up in South America; her father, now dead, had been a successful trainer over there. Mariana loved horses and was thrilled to visit a fantastic yard like Willowdale.

This information was mostly conveyed by Meg. The girl only said enough to confirm her mentor’s enthusiasm.

Simon filed all of it away under ‘bullshit’ and, while making the necessary responses, kept a lid on mounting irritation. Maybe it was her cover-girl perfection  or his natural suspicion of women who were too pretty - based on painful recent experience - but after he saw her look with disdain at the dirty manger in a horse’s stall, he realised he didn’t want her at Willowdale. Her presence was a distraction a busy working yard could do without - especially if she was going to criticise the way things were done.

That said, she was right. The manger was a disgrace and he made a note to get Ken on the case. Clean mangers and water buckets didn’t make horses run any faster but it was a question of standards and he didn’t want to let his slip.

However, when Meg announced that Mariana was her guest for a few days and asked if Simon would mind her coming over in the mornings to ride out, what could Simon say? He’d known Meg all his life - she’d only ceased to be ‘Auntie Meg’ since his father’s death - and he could hardly refuse. Particularly since the girl would be riding one of Meg’s horses. So he forced a smile and agreed to the request but he resolved to avoid having anything to do with her. And for the next few days he’d steadfastly turned his gaze away when he’d glimpsed an elegant rider in the distance on the gallops.

Circumstances intervened. When there was a scare about Meg’s horse Soft Centre, a fancied contender for the Lincoln handicap, Simon put in a call to Meg and she turned up with Mariana in tow. He led them to the paddock where a deep-chested grey horse with a scarlet rug on his back was being led round by Ken.

‘There’s my boy,’ Meg cried. ‘Didn’t I tell you he was handsome?’

All owners thought their horses were handsome, in  Simon’s experience, and he would never dream of arguing with them. After all, being horses, by definition they were all glorious creatures. But having grown up with the animals, he was well-attuned to their individual peculiarities of looks and personality. To him, Soft Centre was an average-looking fellow with a stubborn disposition and only one real talent - to gallop like the wind when conditions were right. And conditions were far from right at present.

The Brazilian girl was cooing over the horse in predictable fashion, tickling his chin, while Meg looked on indulgently.

‘Mind your fingers,’ Simon said. ‘He’ll make a mess of your manicure if he gives you a nip.’

The girl turned her black eyes on him. ‘He won’t bite me,’ she said with a smile, ‘but would you prefer I did not touch him?’

He couldn’t help noticing that her teeth were small, white and perfect. And that the raw wind that whistled down his neck appeared to have no effect on her. Even Meg, a stylish and always well-presented woman, sported a nose red with cold.

‘No, you go ahead,’ he said, trying not to sound too grudging, ‘just don’t say I didn’t warn you.’

‘So what’s the matter with him?’ Meg said. ‘He looks fine to me.’

‘I know but he’s got a sore on his belly and we can’t put a saddle on him at the moment.’

She looked dismayed. ‘You mean he’s got some kind of infection?’

‘No. It’s just a sore spot. The girth has pinched him for some reason and we can’t get a saddle on him.’

Meg looked relieved. ‘I thought you were going to  tell me something serious. That he couldn’t run next week.’

‘Well, I’m not sure he can.’ This was the awkward part. Even though Simon loomed over Meg by almost a foot he felt like a small boy again as she scrutinised him with a familiar penetrating stare. ‘He’s a stuffy sod and if we can’t get some work into him before Saturday it will be a waste of time going. It would be fine if we could swim him but the only time we put him in the pool he nearly drowned. He’s a horse who needs to be exercised if he’s got any chance in a race like the Lincoln.’

Meg nodded, absorbing the information. Other owners might have embarked on recriminations - how had some fool managed to over-tighten the girths? - but Meg was a businesswoman, a director of her late husband’s retail business, and more concerned with solving the problem.

‘What do you normally do when this sort of thing happens?’

‘We give the horse a few days to recover. And if he has to work, we put him on a lead rein and exercise him from another animal.’

‘But you can’t do that with Softy?’

The truth was, they couldn’t. ‘We tried it this morning and he wasn’t having any of it. Just dug his feet in. You know what he’s like.’

Meg nodded - she knew. If Soft Centre’s lineage had included a mule, no one would have been surprised.

‘Why don’t you ride him without a saddle?’ said the girl.

Simon was astonished she’d even followed the conversation.

‘He’s hard enough to ride with a saddle,’ he snapped.

The force of his words registered on her face. ‘I’m sorry, I just thought if the saddle was a problem . . .’ Her voice tailed off.

‘It’s not a bad idea, is it?’ said Meg.

Simon took a breath. ‘Not in theory, no. But nobody ever rides bareback. There’s no one here who’s ever had any experience of doing it. Isn’t that right, Ken?’

The older man chewed on the thought. ‘None of them would have a clue,’ he said.

‘I can do it,’ the girl said. ‘That was how my father taught me to ride.’

Simon was rendered almost speechless. He managed one word. ‘No.’

‘Why not, Simon?’ Meg’s hand was on his arm. ‘She could do us a good turn.’

‘Oh yes, please.’ The girl’s eyes were huge with excitement.

Simon turned to Ken for support but the head lad was a man of his own mind. He ignored Simon’s glare and said, ‘I don’t see why not. Just be careful, lass, eh?’

Simon could have put his foot down, he supposed. His father would have done so but he prided himself on being less of a curmudgeon than his old man. In his father’s day, Willowdale had been a dictatorship but Simon had no desire to be a dictator.

He turned to the girl and spoke to her seriously for the first time. ‘Do you really know what you are doing?’

She didn’t answer directly but looked him in the  eye. ‘Don’t worry, Mr Waterford, I will look after your horse.’

And she did. Ten minutes later, Simon was watching Mariana ride Soft Centre around the paddock without the benefit of a saddle. There had been a certain amount of fussing around as the horse was tacked up to the girl’s satisfaction, with a strap around his neck and a thick pad over his withers. Finally Ken had boosted her on to the animal’s back where she had remained with surprising ease and no little form.

‘Don’t they make a picture,’ Meg purred by his side.

Simon made no comment.

 



Mariana relaxed into the passenger seat of Meg’s car. She’d tried to keep up her riding but it hadn’t been easy living in London. She’d certainly not ridden without a saddle for some years. It was funny that the body did not forget, however.

‘So, what did you think of that?’

Meg’s sharp eyes were on her, eager for her impressions.

‘It was wonderful.’ She spoke from the heart. To be in a real racing yard had been a thrill and she was going back to ride Soft Centre again, Meg had arranged it with the trainer. ‘But,’ she added, ‘I don’t think Mr Waterford likes me.’

‘Nonsense. You’re doing him a favour.’

‘Well, he seemed very bad-tempered.’

Meg laughed and started the car. ‘Simon’s bark is worse than his bite. Don’t take any notice of that.’

‘OK then-I won’t.’

When she’d been told - by Jeremy, back in London - that she’d be visiting Willowdale she had looked the  yard up on the web. Naturally she’d been impressed by the extensive grounds, the fine horses and the celebrity owners but she’d been a bit surprised that the business was headed by a man not much older than she was. There was something about his picture on screen that brought to mind old photographs of her father-a tall, skinny man with unruly fair hair and kind eyes.

In the flesh, despite his abrupt manner, those eyes had still held warmth. But he was critical and defensive, wary of a woman like her, she could see that. She didn’t mind. A blunt honest man was such a contrast to the many smooth operators in her past. She’d like to make a friend of a man like him, who wasn’t impressed by her looks. But first she’d have to prove herself in his eyes. Luckily, with Soft Centre, she might have a way of doing it.

 



It had been a good night at Hughie’s wine bar in north-west London but the party crowd had now rolled home. Hughie was eager to get going himself, particularly since he had someone to roll home with. Carla rarely paid a visit to the bar these days but she had been a guest of the insurance broker who had hired the downstairs room for his fortieth and Hughie had persuaded her to stay on for a nightcap. She stood on the wine bar step, a wrap around her bare shoulders, puffing on a cigarette as Hughie helped the lads load the van with the last of the sound system. She’d spent regular intervals on that step throughout the night. The smoking ban, Hughie reflected, had brought about many converts to fresh air.

He paid off his two boys and threw in a couple of  bottles as an extra thank you. ‘No need to open the shop on the dot,’ he’d added as they headed off to his music store in Kilburn, where they dossed down in the rooms above.

‘You and I have a lot in common,’ Carla said as the van drove off. She lit another cigarette and offered Hughie the packet.

‘Meaning?’ He’d given up years ago, in the first flush of the new century, a decision he was proud of. He took a cigarette anyway - the odd one didn’t count.

‘I mean you care about the next generation. You want a better life for them than you had.’

He chuckled. ‘Because I give them a bit of extra after a hard evening?’

She drew heavily on the white tube in her mouth. Her lips were full and the angles of her face sharp. In the pale light of the night-time street she looked half her age. At twenty-five, he reflected, she must have been a real looker.

‘Because,’ she said, ‘you care for these boys who are scuffling around, trying to survive playing music. It’s a tough business.’

‘You’re not kidding.’ He spoke from experience. The wine bar and shop were a middle-aged compromise. It wasn’t exactly following his musical dream but it was a realistic means of living a life. Anyway, he couldn’t say he had a musical dream these days - maybe he’d never had one. ‘I remember what I was like at their age, that’s all. You need a bit of a helping hand.’

‘Exactly. I do the same for my girls.’

Hughie suppressed a chuckle, though not well enough.

‘You think that’s funny?’ There was a harsh note to her smoky voice. ‘Girls shouldn’t spend too long in my business. The smart ones get out early, use it as a stepping stone. Those are the ones I like to help.’

Hughie considered the notion of a madam happily losing her best whores. He supposed there were always plenty of fresh faces happy to be represented by Carla’s escort agency. At the rates charged by Chrysalis Girls, they would hardly be slumming it. However, he couldn’t see much of a comparison between Carla’s highly priced protégées and the scruffy guitar-strummers who crashed out at his place in Kilburn. He kept his mouth shut, content to let his companion expand on her generous nature. A long night on the Pinot Grigio had loosened her tongue, for once.

‘You’d be surprised where some of my girls end up. Estate agents, car dealers, conference managers. I can lift the phone to government departments and law firms and get help if I need to.’

‘Really?’ Hughie took the information with a pinch of salt, though Carla undoubtedly knew many influential people who relied on her discretion. ‘So where’s the best place one of your . . . graduates has ended up?’

She took the last drag from her cigarette and ground the lipstick-stained butt into the pavement. ‘The best place?’ She considered the matter and shrugged. ‘Best for who? I think I might have some success in helping a girl at the moment and it really would be the best thing for her.’

Hughie waited impatiently. He was eager to get her home now but he knew better than to force the pace. 

‘What does she want to do?’ he asked, as was expected.

‘To train racehorses. She’s passionate about it. Imagine that.’

As a matter of fact, Hughie could do that quite easily. He burst out laughing. The idea of Carla turning one of her little tarts into a trainer was really quite funny.

‘You’ve got no chance,’ he said.

 



The early morning weather was filthy up on the gallops and the damp even seemed to penetrate Simon’s rainwear, reviving an old ache in his shoulder. Once the Willowdale horses had returned to the yard, Simon retreated to the office to dry off and make some calls. He was washing down paracetamol with a much-needed mug of tea when Ken stepped in.

The older man raised an eyebrow at the sight of the painkillers and Simon pulled a rueful face. There was no need for explanation. Ken had driven him to A&E the day he’d been dumped off his hunter shortly after he’d taken over from his father. He didn’t ride out so much these days.

‘You owe me a fiver, boss.’ There was a gleam of satisfaction in Ken’s eye. ‘She showed up like she said.’

‘Seriously?’ But there was no need to query the older man. Simon shoved his hand in his pocket and handed over a crumpled blue note.

With the sleety rain gusting across the hillside in the grey morning, he’d announced with confidence that Meg’s houseguest would not arrive to exercise Soft Centre as she had promised. Ken had disagreed - hence the small wager. Simon might be the governor in the yard but it rarely paid to disagree with the head lad.

The wind rattled the windowpane as a reminder of the elements.

‘Where is she?’ Simon said.

‘I sent her off on her own. No point in getting revved up with the rest of the string. I told her you would meet her at the bottom of the all-weather gallop. She looks great.’

‘Huh.’ Simon reached for his damp jacket. ‘It’s not what she looks like that bothers me. They won’t get too many gales like this out on the Pampas or wherever she comes from.’

‘I believe the Pampas is in Argentina.’

‘Clever old sod, aren’t you?’

Simon grabbed the keys to the Land Rover. He was more concerned about the horse, he told himself. The Lincoln was just a few days off and it was his responsibility to make sure Soft Centre got there ready to run.

He drove up the track in second gear, his wheels bestriding the muddy stream that inundated the middle of the pathway. He parked under the large oak that marked the lower boundary of the open hillside and peered through the slanting rain for sight of horse and rider. They were about half a mile away, making their way towards him.

It was impossible to tell that Mariana didn’t have a saddle. Whoever had taught her to ride had done a good job. Riding was as much to do with confidence as skill and it was plain the girl possessed the inner belief that told her that what she was doing on a horse was right. Not that it was something that Simon had ever felt himself.

He got out of the Land Rover. ‘Are you OK?’

‘Yes, he’s fine,’ she said. ‘What would you like him to do?’

Mariana had been up the gallop a couple of times so at least she knew where she was going and, more importantly, exactly where the gallop ended. The biggest problem in riding any racehorse was slowing the animal down but Soft Centre had been up on this gallop nearly every day for the last two seasons. He would know himself when it was time to ease off.

‘Just go a good strong canter for four furlongs then let him stride along for the last bit. If you can’t pull him up at the end, steer him to the left in a big circle so that he doesn’t head back home. But he should be fine.’

Simon got back in the vehicle and drove to a spot where he could see the entire gallop. Even at this stage he still had reservations about the girl riding bareback. There weren’t many professional jockeys who would do what Mariana was about to do - he certainly wouldn’t do it himself.

The rain speared down as Soft Centre set off and got straight into his stride. Simon watched Mariana in admiration. He realised she must possess extraordinary strength and balance because she was somehow able to maintain herself in a jockey’s crouch with no irons. She looked in perfect control as she put the horse through his paces.

Mariana had slowed Soft Centre to a walk at the end of the gallop when suddenly a pheasant shot out of the undergrowth and up into the leaden sky with a shriek.

Soft Centre reared upwards in panic, pitching the girl from his back. He began running backwards,  dragging the girl across the turf as she hung on to the reins.

Simon swore out loud. This was just the kind of thing he’d been afraid of. Ken should never have let her out on her own. Though if she was hurt it was her own stupid fault.

No, that wasn’t true. It was his yard. It would be his fault.

Simon was out of the Land Rover making for Soft Centre, who’d come to a halt, the girl in a heap on the wet ground at his feet. Simon didn’t run, fearful of spooking the horse further. He’d barely made ten yards when Mariana rose from the turf and somehow, in a miraculous fluid motion, hopped up on to the horse’s back.

He laid a hand upon the horse’s bridle and looked up at her.

She was a far different woman to the fashion plate who had been turning heads in the yard. She looked as if she’d been pitched into a puddle of mud, with scarcely an inch of her once pristine riding jacket and caramel-coloured jodhpurs not soaked and stained an earthy brown. Her face was as spattered and grass-stained as if she’d been camouflaged for a commando exercise. There was no blood and bruising, as he had feared, and no sign of tears. Her face was split from side to side in a melon-sized grin - she really did have an enormous mouth, he thought.

He’d raced up here prepared to shout at her, then as he’d watched her tumble he’d been terrified by his own concern. But now, he couldn’t help it, he laughed. She’d never feature in the pages of Vogue  looking like that.

Her eyes - they were freakishly large too - flashed with an emotion he couldn’t read. Anger no doubt.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said eventually. ‘You look very funny.’

She ignored the remark and he realised she wasn’t angry at all, just exultant.

‘Mr Waterford,’ she said, leaning her muddy face closer, ‘this is a fantastic horse!’

It occurred to him that it wasn’t just the horse who was fantastic.

He shut the thought off as quickly as it had occurred and turned for the warmth of his vehicle. In a few days Soft Centre would be in good enough condition to take the field in the Lincoln. Then there would be no need for Mariana to return to Willowdale.

As he drove back down the slippery path his shoulder hurt like buggery.

 



Hughie was surprised to catch sight of a familiar face on the far side of the bar. From this morning’s conversation with Carla - he’d succeeded in persuading her to stay the night - he’d assumed Jeremy Masterton would still be in Yorkshire. His presence in London was surely not good news for that lady’s most recent philanthropic scheme.

He approached Jeremy from behind and laid a hand on his arm, interrupting his animated conversation with Susie behind the bar. She shot Hughie a glance of gratitude as Jeremy turned towards him.

‘Stop distracting my staff, you old lecher,’ Hughie said with a broad grin.

‘Just because you want to keep all these beautiful  girls to yourself,’ Jeremy replied, turning back to the bar. But Susie had seized her chance and moved swiftly to the other end of the counter.

Jeremy grinned - his air of confident self-satisfaction would be hard to puncture.
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