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Break Neck

Prologue

‘Don’t bother searching the cupboard for skeletons, because there aren’t any.’ Eland’s visitor sounded completely sure of himself. ‘So you’ll have to provide one – a totally convincing one.’ The word ‘totally’ was emphasised.

On the day after St Valentine’s Day, two weeks before the Thames Land Trophy, England’s most valuable amateur chase, was due to be run at Kempton, two men talked in a house near Slough.

Beneath a dismal February sky sat the unexceptional house, built in the early sixties, like hundreds of others on drab estates all over England. Externally, it had little to say about its occupier. Inside, however, among the discordant smells of rich Havana tobacco and stale frying fat, among the cheap modern furniture and the banana-leaf-patterned carpet of the front room, the occupant’s interests were more apparent.

Pornographic video tapes stacked from floor to ceiling, lurid covers of magazines strewn across a teak coffee  table and purple sofa, framed, signed photographs on the walls of unforgiving women wearing few clothes and hard smiles while they brandished whips and leather straps were evidence of the owner’s preoccupation.

There wasn’t anything particular about the man himself to suggest it. He was a little shorter than average. His colourless hair, moist with sweat, was thin across his scalp. A few red spots glowed livid on his pasty face. His pale blue shirt was dull with infrequent washing and strained across a waist six inches wider than it should be.

Arthur Eland sat nervously picking at a scab on the back of his hand as he listened to his visitor and watched him suck the last few moments of pleasure from a Bolivar corona.

He had dealt with hard men before, but the man sitting opposite him was more than hard. From the calm, icy smile that spread across his thick lips, Eland recognised that here was a man who could be completely unpredictable and very dangerous.

The foundation of this man’s fortune had been the international trading of human lives; acquiring them, despatching them, smuggling them: African maids, Filipino prostitutes, Indian houseboys; even well-bred English girls for demanding Middle East clients.

And he had found through long experience that the best way to manipulate such stock in trade was to hold something of theirs that was dear to them – their passport, their identity, their family, their reputation.

It was to talk about a reputation – at least the destruction of one – that had led him to Slough.

Eland made a living by his skill with a camera and an  ability to pose his subjects in unlikely but convincing attitudes and circumstances. Taking photographs of people engaged in unusual sexual congress was his job, as well as his hobby. And it paid him enough to indulge his own particular and expensive sexual tastes.

‘So, your job is to provide a skeleton.’ Eland’s visitor’s deep voice was just perceptibly foreign, though too well disguised to place. ‘I want pictures that would disgust a King’s Cross pimp.’

‘But,’ Eland whined, ‘how the hell am I supposed to get someone like that into the studio? I’m a photographer, not a kidnapper.’

His visitor’s eyes narrowed as he took a last long drag on his cigar until the end glowed like a furnace between the tips of his thumb and forefinger. He glanced down at a large ashtray on the coffee table between them, leaned forward to stub out the cigar then paused for a moment. Staring deep into Eland’s moist blue eyes, he moved his hand to one side and crushed the glowing butt straight on to the table top.

Eland blinked and his face twitched with unease.

His visitor smiled again, satisfied. Sometimes he had had to hurt people’s children to gain their cooperation; with Eland it had taken no more than a cheap, nasty coffee table.

‘Say it’s a vicar’s tea party,’ he said. ‘I don’t care; that’s your problem, if you want to earn enough to keep you wallowing in little boys for a month.’

‘It ... it’ll be expensive,’ Eland stammered, ‘... and risky.’

‘If it was easy, I’d ask my secretary to do it, wouldn’t  I?’ The big man reached inside his jacket and pulled out an envelope which he put on the table. ‘Here’s a name and address, and a photograph taken last week. Get on with it. I need the job done by the end of the month and I need this person so tight in my fist they won’t want to take a shit without asking me first.’

‘It all depends how sensitive ...’ Eland said.

‘Don’t you worry about that. You just take the dirtiest pictures your nasty little mind can think of.’

Eland shrugged. ‘Okay. But ... the money?’

‘Two grand for the shots, when I get all the prints and the negatives. I don’t want you looking for bonuses elsewhere.’

He gazed with distaste at Eland’s sweaty face. He wrinkled his nose at the smell that seemed to hang around the photographer, but he knew that men with unwholesome passions and no family or friends could be pushed much further than most. ‘Then there’ll be more money,’ he said. ‘I want no one else involved – understand?’

Eland understood; more money was more interesting. He nodded.

The other man stood up and started towards the door. ‘Get those shots by the end of the month. Then I’ll tell you what to do with them.’ He walked out into the narrow hall, taking a closer look at the stained carpet. ‘Why do you live in this hovel?’

Eland followed him towards the front door. ‘No one bothers me here.’

His visitor shook his head in disgust, let himself out and banged the front door shut behind him.

Eland muttered a few obscenities as he heard the Mercedes  start up and drive away. Why the hell did everyone think they could push him around? They always had – his parents, his brothers, the kids at school. He still hated it, and loathed himself even more for not having the courage to stand up for himself.

Then he thought of all the young boys he would be able to buy and bully with the money he would earn for a few hours work, and he sighed.

He went back into the living room. Ignoring the cigar butt on the table, he picked up the envelope and carried it across his narrow hall, through a door which led to what had been built as an integral garage. Now it was a well-equipped studio.

His neighbours didn’t know about the studio; they thought he always left his car outside because he was too lazy to open the garage doors. But this was where he most liked to be alone, immersed in the sickly-sweet smell of developing fluids and his own stale sweat.

He sat down on a cantilever chair in front of his light box and switched on the bulb beneath the opaque surface which he used to view transparencies. He noticed that, through lack of recent use, a large spider’s web had been spun between the box and the wall.

A fat, evidently replete spider crouched in the middle of the filigree pattern. Gleefully, Eland felt in his pocket for a box of matches. He struck one and held the flame to the bottom of the web. He watched in delight as the silk threads flared and disintegrated. The dozing spider sensed the conflagration too late. Eland let out a strange cackle of childish laughter. The creature was frazzled to a small black ball and fell to the ground.

Satisfied, Eland opened the envelope which had been left for him.

The kind, compassionate face which stared up at him from the first photograph also displayed a strong sense of purpose.

This wasn’t going to be an easy job.

But a smile crossed Eland’s pale grey face as he pondered his prey, a trap and an approach which he had found from experience worked well for both male and female victims.




Chapter One

That same February morning, Laura Mundy drove half a mile down an avenue of lofty, waving limes from the noble Tudor manor house in which she lived to the stable yard where she worked.

When Laura had first suggested to her husband, Luke, that she knew enough about training racehorses to take out a public licence, he had responded by ordering the construction of a set of racing stables that would surpass every other jump-racing establishment in the country in both elegance and technical facilities. He didn’t care how much he spent, as long as Laura got the best. Then, if she failed – he told his friends – she could blame no one but herself. Those who knew him well knew that he wasn’t joking; so did Laura. At first that had been her greatest incentive.

Now she wasn’t thinking about Luke; she had trained herself to ignore the discomfort that he had once caused. The pain had become no more than a dull ache, easily displaced by concentrating her mind on her horses.

As the Land Rover rumbled along the smooth black Tarmac on their private road, she threw a quick glance at the small, weathered face of the man beside her – a glance which showed affection and respect.

‘If you’re happy about Jimmy, that’s good enough for me,’ she said.

‘He’s sound as a church.’ Patrick Hoolihan spoke with the cadence of an Irish jig. ‘That sore heel has cleared up quicker than I thought it would; he pulled Tony’s arms out when he went for a canter yesterday.’

Laura never suffered from overconfidence in her horses. ‘He’s got to give Fancyman nearly two stone this afternoon. Those couple of days without exercise might just swing the balance against him.’

‘Fancyman’ll not trouble him; so long as Dai gets our horse settled,’ her head lad reassured her.

‘Who’s riding Fancyman?’

Patrick consulted the Sporting Life on his lap. ‘Rory Gillespie.’ He gave a respectful sideways nod of his small head. ‘But he’ll have trouble doing ten stone.’

Laura didn’t answer at once.

Rory Gillespie.

It seemed strange now, and absurd, how the very syllables had once made her tingle. And yet, despite more than ten years of avoiding him – tricky in the small world of jump racing – she still couldn’t suppress a slight tremor.

It had been easier at first, after she and Rory had split up and Luke Mundy had swept into her life. Luke’s was a presence which allowed no room for competition. But, she remembered, she had felt physically sick the day Rory had married Pam Fanshaw – sick and bewildered.

Rory had been the star apprentice then in old Mick Fanshaw’s yard; his boss’s daughter had been the stable tart. When Laura heard eight months later that Pam had given birth to a baby boy, it was no surprise, but no more comprehensible.

She had asked Dai Price’s opinion when he’d joined her yard as stable jockey. He and Rory had been apprentices together at Mick Fanshaw’s, but Dai didn’t offer an explanation. ‘Can’t think what he saw in the old slapper,’ he had declared in his grating Valleys accent. ‘Wham-bamthank-you-Pam we used to call her. Wouldn’t touch her myself.’

Laura had recently recalled Dai’s opinion of Pam. She had seen the little Welshman talking and laughing with her in the bar at Ascot sales, and not behaving as if he found her at all repulsive. There was no denying, Pam was a desirable woman. She’d had no more children, had kept her figure by race-riding herself – quite successfully – and had become a bit of a personality.

Laura wondered how much Rory suffered from his wife’s overt flirtations and the rumours they provoked. She knew how it felt, after ten years of marriage to Luke. All her instincts were to sympathise with Rory, despite the misery he had once caused her.

‘It’ll be a good race,’ she said to Patrick, ‘if they jump the last upsides. Dai always rides better when he’s against Rory.’

‘What is it between them two?’ Patrick shook his head, not really needing an answer.

Laura swung the Land Rover beneath the clock tower arch into the yard, and didn’t offer one.

The lorry was parked with its ramp down, ready to take their three runners to Newbury. The first wasn’t due to run until two forty-five, and it was only half an hour’s journey. Patrick got out and gave the order to load. He always liked the horses to arrive at least three hours before a race, so that they had time to settle.

Laura watched the horses being led from their handsome brick stables, gleaming with condition, carrying a little more flesh than was fashionable, all three of them alert but unruffled. She looked closely at Flamenco Dancer, her star six-year-old chaser, known in the yard as Jimmy. He walked out with long strides from his wellmuscled back end, with no hint of soreness.

‘Just trot him up for me, please, Tony,’ she called to his lad.

The lad proudly geed the horse into a leisurely bouncing gait. Patrick stopped to watch, too.

‘What did I tell you?’ He turned to his guv’nor with a grin.

Laura nodded. ‘You’ve done a good job, Pat. Look, as we’ve got no late runners, why don’t you come to the races with me – get away from the yard for a change?’

Patrick took a moment to consider what horses had to be looked at, what jobs had to be done, then nodded. ‘Good idea.’

 



Laura drove to Newbury in her new Mercedes Sports, with Patrick nestling in the bucket seat beside her. As head lad, Patrick rarely had a chance to go racing; his job was to look after the horses at home. But when he did have an afternoon away, he always went with Laura. It  gave them a chance to have a really good talk about what was happening in the yard. Over the years Patrick, though he didn’t know it, had come the closest to being her confidant.

Laura knew she could rely on Patrick’s discretion without reservation; it had been implicit in their relationship since the day she had taken him on when she had started her yard. At that time, no other racing stables in the country would touch him – none of them would believe he had finally given up the booze, which had been responsible for him losing every post he’d ever held. He’d come to Laura, frankly pleading for the chance, vowing in the name of the many things that were sacred to him that he had beaten the bottle. His skills and knowledge weren’t in question: he’d been the main man behind two Champion trainers. Laura wasn’t normally interested in gambling, but she’d taken a punt, despite everyone else’s advice, and she had won. In the eight years he had been at Langlands, Patrick had once again become the most respected head lad in the business.

When he had asked Laura if she would also take on his son, Declan, as an apprentice jockey, and she had agreed, Patrick’s gratitude was such that he would willingly have killed for her.

As they drove to Newbury, Laura talked to him about their runners that day and some of the other seventy horses back in the yard.

‘How are the six that came from Mick Fanshaw’s yard settling in?’ she asked.

Patrick laughed. ‘They’re a lot happier than Mick Fanshaw. He drove them over himself yesterday and was  trying to have a good snoop around. He’s sore as a fox in a trap now we’ve had ten away from him. I thought he’d never leave. But the horses are fine – just carrying a little too much fat. We’ll have them right in a week or two. I don’t know if any of them are any good but they certainly look the part.’

Laura nodded, but she felt a pinch of guilt at being the principal beneficiary of Fanshaw’s bad luck. She’d always liked the old scoundrel.

Like every other National Hunt yard in the country at that time of year, their ambitions were focused on the festival meeting at Cheltenham. With over three weeks to go, Laura still had six runners entered. One of her first intake of ex-Fanshaw horses was heavily fancied for the Ritz, and her husband’s horse, Midnight Express, was widely considered the form horse for the Two Mile Champion Chase. Patrick was concerned about a possible hiccup in his preparation.

‘Will Mr Mundy still want to ride him in these two hunter chases before Cheltenham?’ he asked in a way that made it clear that was the last thing that should happen.

Laura made a face. ‘I hope I’ve convinced him there’d be more glory in being a winning owner at Cheltenham than the winning jockey of an amateur chase. But I’m afraid he may insist on riding in the race he’s sponsored the Thames Land Trophy, I ask you! He thinks it’ll be the biggest hunter chase in the calendar and he’s set on winning it himself. But I should be able to talk him out of running the horse in the Grand Military.’

‘He shouldn’t run him in either.’ Patrick replied with more authority than he had intended. ‘The horse takes a  long time to recover; if he gives him a hard race over three miles, even as much as two weeks before, it’ll spoil him for the Champion.’

But, as they talked, Laura found her thoughts returning to Rory Gillespie, Mick Fanshaw’s son-in-law, riding the danger in Flamenco Dancer’s race that day.

With a feeling of confusion, she realised she preferred the idea of Rory winning rather than her own jockey, Dai. But she quickly pushed the sentimental thought from her head.

It was Patrick who brought it back as they drove into the trainers’ and jockeys’ car park.

‘There’s yer man,’ he said and nodded in the direction of Rory Gillespie climbing out of a fast-back Rover with his name and that of the sponsoring garage plastered along the side of it. ‘He’s wearin’ well for a jump jockey.’

Rory Gillespie was feeling well. He had worked hard to do the weight for that day’s race without losing any strength. He hadn’t sweated it off, just cut the booze for a week and taken a lot of light exercise – nothing that would put heavy muscle on as any surplus fat came off.

It wasn’t a big race, but it was an important one in Fancyman’s campaign, and he was glad of the work. Although the horse’s trainer, Jack Suter, had wanted to use his own stable jockey, the owner had insisted that Rory take the ride.

Since Rory had taken the risky decision to go freelance two seasons before, it was usually owners who were responsible for booking him. Experienced, knowledgeable owners liked Rory’s honest opinion of their animals’ abilities; this sometimes resulted in a horse being taken out  of training. Trainers were less enthusiastic about frank assessments which contradicted their own stated views – ‘he needs a little more time’; ‘he’ll win a race for you’; ‘he needed the run’ – anything to keep the owner in promise land and the horse in the yard.

Rory had already spotted Laura’s Mercedes glide into the car park. He gave her a quick glance as he walked briskly past, heading for the jockeys’ changing room with a leather grip over his shoulder. It was a month since he had ridden Fancyman, but Jack Suter had told him on the phone the night before that the horse was as fit as he had ever been. Flamenco Dancer was a better horse – Rory knew that – but he was sure he wasn’t two stone better over three miles; and that Dai Price was riding the favourite was in itself a strong incentive to win.

The other jockeys welcomed the sandy-haired Scot. At five feet nine, he was taller than most of them but managed to avoid that half-starved look even when he was doing his bottom weight. His good looks were enhanced by the self-confidence he had developed through the knowledge that, given the right horse, he was more than a match for anyone.

Rory Gillespie had upset few of his colleagues in his fifteen-year career. He never crowed when he won and seldom blamed anyone else when he lost. If a younger jockey asked his advice, he gave it willingly. If he didn’t think he got on with a particular horse, he was never too big to say so. ‘Best to get someone else to ride it,’ he would honestly advise.

He was almost universally liked and had the kind of smiling face and blue eyes that made it hard not to smile back.

Only Dai Price, sitting under his peg at the far end of the room, let his mean features curl with hostility.

Rory deliberately didn’t look at him, and sat down to pull out his tobacco tin and create a tidy roll-up.

‘How’s the weight?’ a young jockey next to him said with a grin. ‘I see you’ve got ten stone to do.’

‘Is that all?’ Rory widened his eyes with surprise.

‘You’ll never do that, will you?’

‘I’ll tell you when I’m sat on the scales,’ Rory said.

‘Won’t make any bloody difference whether you do or not,’ Dai Price called across the room.

Rory looked at him briefly and nodded. ‘You could be right.’

 



Laura Mundy stood in the parade ring with Flamenco Dancer’s owner, George Rutherford. They inspected their horse, then Fancyman.

‘He looks well,’ Laura admitted.

‘Ours is in a different class,’ Rutherford drawled, giving an impression of experience he didn’t possess. ‘Why do they use this chap Gillespie? He’s a bit long in the tooth now, isn’t he?’

‘Not at all. He’s still one of the best.’

‘He doesn’t win that many races.’

‘He doesn’t get the rides. He’s too independent. Too honest.’

Rory passed the scales at ten stone one pound and walked into the ring relaxed and animated as he joked with one of the other jockeys.

As she half listened to her owner rumbling on about Flamenco Dancer’s chances, Laura thought that Rory wasn’t showing much sign of suffering from his wife’s  infidelities. She wondered just how much was concealed by his famously incorrigible sense of humour.

‘Is your husband here today?’ she heard Rutherford ask.

‘No. He usually only comes when he’s riding himself,’ she answered without emphasis.

‘I wonder how much longer he’ll be doing that,’ her owner mused.

‘As long as he thinks he stands a chance of winning.’

‘Hmm,’ Rutherford grunted, as the bright-coloured pack of jockeys split and mingled with small groups of drab brown – and khaki-clad connections around the ring.

Dai Price strutted across to get his instructions from Laura.

‘Afternoon, ma’am, sir.’ He held out a hand to Rutherford who shook it perfunctorily. The jockey turned back to Laura. ‘There’s a couple that want to be up there, so they’re sure to go a good gallop. He ought to settle all right.’

Laura looked hard at her jockey. Recently she had found that she was trusting him less. She’d been getting the impression that he was losing his nerve. There was nothing she could seriously reprimand him over, but enough to worry her.

‘Good,’ she said. ‘Get him switched off at the back and try not to hit the front too soon.’

The bell rang to mount up.

‘You shouldn’t have any trouble,’ Rutherford boomed at the jockey.

‘That’s what the man who built the Titanic said to the captain,’ Dai muttered just loud enough for Laura to hear.

Laura smiled, but thought Dai would need to come up with more than a few old jokes if he was going to keep his job.

Connections bustled around the paddock to their horses. Jockeys got mounted and their lads led the horses out along the path to the course. The ten steeplechasers, all experienced, knew what was coming and got on their toes as they stepped on to the grass. They jig-jogged their way across the track to the centre of the course, before cantering down in front of the huge number board towards the start.

 



Jumping is always the name of the game, but the adage is never more apt than at a Grade One course like Newbury where the fences are that much stiffer. It was on just this type of course that a big rangy horse like Fancyman excelled. He was one of those rare equine athletes blessed with the ability to stand off a long way from a fence then somehow stretch again in mid-air.

As the starting tapes flew up, Rory eased the horse ahead of the pack to take full advantage of his jumping and the light weight he was carrying.

Two horses took him on at the first fence but Fancyman pricked his ears and took it like a greyhound over a hurdle, while the other two fluffed their takeoffs and jumped awkwardly.

That first fence set the pattern. From then on, Rory was able to dictate the race at Fancyman’s cruising speed. This was plenty fast enough and, with his jumping, much too good for the others.

At the big open ditch on the far side and at the downhill  cross-fences, Fancyman put in jumps that had everyone gasping, including the jockeys sitting in the changing room watching the race on closed circuit television.

As they raced round the bend into the straight for the second time, it was obvious that only Flamenco Dancer was travelling well enough to make a race of it with the leader. Dai was closing the gap slowly but surely. Flamenco Dancer’s jumping wasn’t as quick or flamboyant as Fancyman’s but he had class. At each of the four fences in the straight, Fancyman gained at least a length, only for Flamenco Dancer to claw it back with interest on the flat until the run from the last became a desperate battle.

Rory could feel how tired his horse was. He could sense a challenger, too, but dared not look back. He clenched his jaw; if only there were another fence to jump. Up ahead, he could hear the crowd roaring. He urged Fancyman on with everything he had, trying to keep his tired legs from rolling. The winning post appeared like a mirage as the brown head of his challenger came up by his right boot. But that was as close as it got.

Fancyman dug to a depth in his reserves that only the bravest horses reach for. There was no way he was going to let anything pass him now. Rory grinned at the animal’s sheer bloody-mindedness while Fancyman held on to win by half a length.

Rory leaned forward and gave the gelding a grateful pat down his sweaty neck. As he gently reined back to a trot, Dai Price cantered past.

‘You’re a lucky bastard!’ he shouted.

Rory didn’t answer and turned the weary Fancyman back towards the stands.

Jack Suter, with no owner to bother him, came up and took Fancyman’s head at the side of the track and led them back towards the winner’s enclosure. Laura and a rock-faced Rutherford were already waiting there for Flamenco Dancer.

To Rory’s surprise, there was genuine sincerity in Laura’s voice as she called, ‘Well done, Rory’ – the first words he could remember her addressing to him in nearly ten years. He did a double take before he could stop himself. Though he would never admit it, there was still something about Laura that tugged at him.

 



Rory didn’t have a ride the next day, so there was nothing to stop him having a couple of drinks. As he walked through to the bar, he met George Rutherford.

‘That was a very good ride you gave Fancyman,’ he boomed with pompous affability, while blocking Rory’s path.

‘Thanks,’ Rory acknowledged with a modest nod. He didn’t even know this man’s name. He wondered if he would introduce himself. Rutherford didn’t; he knew who Rory was and he expected the same in return.

‘Come up to my box and have a drink. It’s quieter up there.’ When he saw that Rory was going to turn him down, he went on quickly, ‘I own Flamenco Dancer. I wanted to talk to you about riding him in future.’

‘Thanks for the offer, but the horse would have to change yards before I’d ride him. And I’m okay for a drink.’

Beyond Rutherford, Rory could see his father-in-law Mick Fanshaw, trying to catch his eye and toting an  imaginary glass in invitation. Mick could be dangerous if he’d had more than a couple of drinks, but anything was better than the self-important, oversized Jack-the-lad he now faced.

Rutherford didn’t take rejection well. His eyes blackened as if someone had flicked a switch.

‘When I make an offer, I only make it once. You’ll be sorry you turned it down.’

Rory felt the full force of the man’s personality, and it shook him more than he would have liked; but he wasn’t going to let it show. He raised his eyebrows a fraction, muttered an excuse and brushed past Rutherford towards Fanshaw.

 



‘Rory!’

He had nearly reached his car. He stopped walking. She had always had an unmistakable way of saying his name. He didn’t turn.

‘What do you want?’

She caught up with him and had to walk round in front to face him.

‘I wanted to talk to you.’ She was slightly out of breath and there was a warm flush on her face despite the damp chill of the winter evening.

Rory was both shamed and elated by the sense of triumph this gave him. He showed nothing; just raised an eyebrow.

‘Your owner’s already asked me if I’ll ride Flamenco Dancer for him,’ he said. ‘I said No, and I haven’t changed my mind.’

A flash of regret crossed her face. ‘Okay, but there are a few other rides you might like. I mean – you’re not  getting as many as you should.’

‘What makes you think I’d ride for you?’

‘Why shouldn’t you? You’re not under an obligation to anyone else, are you?’

‘No one, except myself.’

‘What does that mean?’

Rory shook his head and stepped sideways to carry on towards his car.

‘Rory! Hang on.’ She turned and caught up with him. ‘What’s the point in being like this? You’re a professional jockey; I’m a trainer with some good horses – some very good horses – to ride, and from what I’ve heard you could do with a few.’

‘I get all the rides I want on horses I like from yards I like. Thanks for thinking of me, though,’ Rory added with a forced smile.

He felt her hand suddenly grip his upper arm with surprising strength. He stopped walking and looked at her.

There was nothing in her eyes or her attitude to tell him what she was really thinking. She had always had a lot of self-control.

‘Why are you being like this?’ she asked quite calmly.

Rory stared back at her. ‘Why the hell do you think?’

‘For goodness sake, Rory, what happened between us was years ago. Don’t you think it’s time we forgot all that? And anyway, it was you who cheated on me, remember?’

‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

‘Rory, please, I need to talk to you.’ Her big brown eyes were soft as velvet now. ‘Come on,’ she grinned. ‘It’s not a lot to ask.’

Rory shrugged. ‘Okay. I’m listening.’

‘Not here. Could you come to Langlands? This evening?’

Rory hesitated for a moment. ‘I suppose so. What about your husband, though? He won’t be too pleased to see me.’

‘Luke won’t be there. He hardly ever is. He’s rather busy at the moment. Come at about eight. I’ll give you some dinner.’

Rory thought about his wife; she’d be quite happy if he rang to say he’d be late getting home. But he’d promised his son Tommy they would put the finishing touches to the station on his Homby track that evening.

‘I won’t be able to get to you until nine,’ he said, and was surprised by the look of relief in her eyes.

‘Great!’ she said, leaned forward, put warm lips on his cold cheek and was gone.

He climbed into his car and watched her for a few seconds, picking her way through the puddles towards her Mercedes.

 



Luke Mundy signed the bill for lunch at Le Gavroche. For the first time in years, he looked at the amount and privately winced. He shouldn’t have ordered the Dom Perignon and Petrus ’66. But then the bill would probably never be paid, so he might as well enjoy these things while he could.

Of course, he didn’t let his thoughts show. To the man sitting opposite him – a still impressionable investment banker – Luke was as confident and optimistic as ever. This was not the first time Luke Mundy had wallowed in a business trough before hauling himself back to the crest  of the wave with uncanny foresight, and a lot of luck – luck which he gave the impression of having created for himself.

Johnathan Martin’s bank had made considerable profits in joint ventures with Thames Land, Luke Mundy’s development company, and Luke had been Johnathan’s find. The banker had a proprietorial pride in his client which muddied the waters of his normally clear thinking.

What he saw facing him now were the familiar male-model, chunky good looks and dark eyes which creased and sparkled with amused cynicism. In the ten years Johnathan had known Luke, it seemed to him that his client hadn’t changed at all. At forty-five, Luke’s hair was as thick and black as ever, and his waist as trim. Ten years of indulgent living seemed to have preserved rather than ravaged him. And he still approached each new deal and each new crisis with the same detached air of knowing all the moves long before it was his turn to make them.

‘I’m glad it was your turn to pay,’ Johnathan thanked Luke. ‘We’ve all been encouraged to cut our peripheral expenses by half, or pay them ourselves.’

‘That bad, is it?’ Luke said with a smile that dissociated him from the prevailing gloom in the City.

‘If you knew how many people have had to restructure,’ Johnathan said confidentially. ‘You’re one of my few clients who hasn’t come crawling back to ask for a little kindness and understanding. If it weren’t for the profits our foreign exchange boys are making, we wouldn’t be too comfortable ourselves; though it’s rather degrading having to rely on barrow boys and Greek spivs – and they don’t let us forget it.’

‘As long as you’re not going to want your money back from me in a hurry,’ Luke grinned.

‘Lord, no. You’ll be all right, provided the repayments keep coming.’

‘No problem,’ Luke said with confidence.

Johnathan was satisfied that he’d made his point and turned the conversation to a less sensitive topic.

‘I read in the Mail yesterday that you’re riding Midnight Express in this race you’ve sponsored.’

Luke nodded. ‘As we’ve put up twenty grand in prize money, I thought I ought to try and win some of it back,’ he grinned. ‘And I’ll be surprised if I don’t. Either way, it’s turned out to be a great stunt. It’s worth twice as much as any other hunter chase and it’s getting tremendous coverage which won’t do our public image any harm. In fact, I’d go so far as to say that if I win, it’ll probably give our price a bit of a boost. And we can do with all the help we can get in this bloody awful climate.’

Johnathan thought privately that it would need more than the chairman winning a horse race to boost the stock of any property company at the moment, but he agreed that any positive media coverage would help.

‘Should I have a bet on you, then?’ he asked.

‘Put a few of your best shirts on it.’

 



Luke kept a smile on his face until he had clambered into the back of his Bentley and settled where his chauffeur couldn’t see him.

He wondered how Johnathan would have said goodbye if he had known that he’d already had his last repayment. It would be three weeks before the bank would find out,  but then, unless Luke was the beneficiary of a miracle he didn’t deserve, he had no moves left.

He had sold every last acre of undeveloped land – dog land, some of it, without even the inkling of planning permission – at prices it hurt him to think about, just to keep the money coming in. And his Thames Valley Business Park was as resolutely unlet and unsold as it had been a year before. For the bank’s benefit, he had managed to put flesh on to the vaguely expressed interest of the multinational companies he had approached with suicidally discounted terms. It surprised him a little that Johnathan still hadn’t smelt a rat, but then, he had spent many years, and many thousands of pounds developing Johnathan’s trust.

Why the hell, he thought, was the man so gullible? If Johnathan hadn’t been so convinced that he, Luke, was infallible, he wouldn’t have lent the money in the first place – at a time when every indicator said he shouldn’t.

Luke cursed the performance he’d put up then. ‘There’s no question,’ he had predicted with a flourish, ‘that when this Gulf War’s over, public consumption and business confidence will surge, and land prices with it.’

If only Johnathan and his colleagues hadn’t believed him; had told him to wait, like every other experienced developer. If only they had said No, he wouldn’t be wallowing, not just in a trough, but beneath the surface of a turbulent sea with no shore in sight.

It was their bloody fault, their own tough shit if they lost their money. He had never claimed to be a prophet ... or had he?

He wanted to bury his head in his hands and weep, but  it was unthinkable, so contrary to the public image that had become his private self, that he was incapable of it.

And he thought of the women who would laugh and sneer at him, however bold a face he put on the catastrophe of being broke. How they would titter at the stark announcements in the broadsheets, and the snide crowing of the tabloids, who so liked to kick a man fallen from a great height.

Just thinking about the women made him sick, more even than his grand racing friends, or the MPs and television faces he liked to entertain at Langlands and who were only too happy to drink his champagne, laugh at his jokes and make him feel like a prince.

Sod them!

He didn’t care. He’d started with twenty quid, thirty years before. He’d do it again, much quicker this time, with all the knowledge and wisdom he had gained first time round.

What knowledge?

What wisdom?

After thirty years, he had still managed to go out and dig himself such a deep hole in such a mountain of shit that his crowning achievement would be to break a few records for personal bankruptcy.

And he thought about Laura.

Guilt was a sensation unfamiliar to Luke Mundy. Yet now, when he thought of the one person who would care about him and offer gentle, tentative sympathy when he fell, he knew that she, of all people, owed him nothing.

True, he had given her a beautiful home in which to feel miserable and lonely; true, he had funded the racing yard which had enabled Laura to build considerable self-respect  and recognition in her own right.

But while he had regarded the state of marriage as no more than a mildly restricting social category and had been as free with his attention to women as he had ever been, she had never stopped loving him and longing for him to be the kind-hearted, eager twenty-six-year-old he had been when she, just sixteen, had first met him. She hadn’t told him that for several years now; he had discouraged her, cruelly and with none of his famous charm. But he still knew she felt it, and he really didn’t want to let her down.

 



At first, Laura Mundy had treated her horses and the business of training them as an anaesthetic – something to deaden the bitter realisation that she ranked in her husband’s scale of priorities somewhere below his newest Bugatti and his latest property deal.

She had not even the compensation of children to rear. At considerable cost to her own self-esteem and Luke’s personal bank balance, she had submitted to many and various fertility clinics in London, Zürich and Houston. No clear reason had been found to explain her lack of conception. Although she had pleaded with Luke to have his own functions scrutinised, he had absolutely rejected any possibility that the trouble might lie with him. At first she had been heartbroken; now, she was relieved.

Without children or the demands of a sensitive husband to distract her, she had chosen to throw herself into the job of training horses to the exclusion of everything else, and that very single-mindedness had been the key to her success.

But it was Luke who arranged the weekend parties,  and told their cook what to serve. It was Luke who was the host and decided who would sit beside whom. Laura, the leading lady jump trainer, was paraded with the same easy pride as were the horses in the yard.

Because he didn’t like awkwardness, Luke always made sure that Laura had an owner or two at the dinner table beside her, while he concentrated on the wives or daughters of the influential men he asked to stay in his vast, labyrinthine Tudor manor house.

During the week, of course, he was never there. He lived in Cheyne Walk by the Thames in London, in a house lavishly decorated by a woman who had been a lover .until there was no more decorating to do. Laura hated it and rarely stayed there. Nowadays the only time she saw her husband during the week was at the races, where, with great flamboyance, he liked to ride his best horses in the big amateur races, as he fully intended to do on Midnight Express in those critical weeks before the Cheltenham Festival.




Chapter Two

‘But, Dad,’ Tommy said, with tears in his voice, ‘you promised we’d finish it tonight.’

Rory knew it didn’t matter to Tommy whether his model railway station was finished tonight or next month. That wasn’t the point – the boy just didn’t want him to go. His mother was out. The babysitter, a bulky girl with a face like lard, was glued to a can of Coke and The Bill downstairs – about as stimulating as a dead cod to a boy of ten. Kids thrived on stimulation, Rory thought, and this one got none from his mother.

Rory looked down at his son and smiled. The boy wasn’t yet ten years old but was already just like his father; same golden hair and blue eyes, and just as devious at getting his own way. ‘All right. I’m supposed to be down at a trainer’s house in half an hour to fix up a few rides but she can wait. Only I don’t want to do all the work on this station myself. You start doing the roof while I do the walls, okay?’

Rory disguised his impatience and was rewarded with  a spell of strong, silent communion between father and son as each concentrated on his share of the job.

When the small wooden building was constructed, Tommy knew that he’d had a generous helping of his father’s time, and he didn’t object when Rory got to his feet.

‘Right, Tommy, I’ve got to go and see this trainer now. And it’s time you were thinking about bath and bed. Tell you what, if I sort out some good rides, I’ll take you for a couple of days’ fishing up the Wye, like I said I might, okay?’

Tommy’s eyes lit up. ‘Brill! You won’t forget, will you?’

‘Of course not. I’m looking forward to a bit of fishing myself. You’d better check that all the lines and rods are working. I’ll see you in the morning.’

 



In the car, Rory told himself he wouldn’t let Tommy down. God knew, he spent enough time with the boy, but somehow he had to make up for Pam’s constant lack of interest. He felt, unjustly to himself, that he should have stayed this evening until Tommy was tucked up in bed.

Pam hadn’t told him where she was going. He hadn’t asked and he found that he no longer cared. She was a selfish woman; she always had been, though for the first few years of their marriage Rory pretended she wasn’t. It was when Tommy had been diagnosed as a diabetic at the age of two that she had made it plain that she had no time for a boy who was dependent on a daily shot of insulin. Now she was a lousy mother and a worse wife. Rory had thought about divorce, but he knew the statistics : over ninety-five percent of cases ended with the  mother gaining custody of the children. Rory couldn’t expose Tommy to that.

But what the hell was he doing, he asked himself, almost allowing himself to jeopardise his own relationship with Tommy so that he could see Laura?

Laura – who had been the raison d’être of his early adult life and had filled it with overwhelming sensations of pleasure and tenderness, pain and guilt.

Rory had told her at the races that he didn’t want to talk about it. Now he didn’t even want to think about it. Abruptly, he leaned forward and switched on the radio to listen to whatever Radio 4 offered to block further thoughts from his mind.

 



Laura, with a docile and devoted yellow labrador in her wake, opened the front door of the huge house. She looked small and young against a background of a massive carved oak staircase and gallery, panelled walls and hanging tapestries.

There was a short moment of awkwardness. It seemed too unreal that after years of animosity and slander they should be meeting without hostility.

‘Hello.’ Rory felt a shy boyish smile on his face.

‘Come in,’ she invited, with a hint of apology for the grandness of the place.

They didn’t speak as she led him across the hall into a small panelled sitting room where logs blazed in a broad inglenook, and the flames sparkled off a battery of Water-ford glasses and decanters on a Jacobean table. The only lights in the room shone on a pair of classic eighteenth-century equestrian paintings. Midas, the dog, flopped  down in front of the fire and gazed at his mistress.

‘Glenmorangie?’ she offered, going to the drinks table.

‘Yes, please.’ Rory nodded. ‘I haven’t changed that much.’

‘I hope your taste in food hasn’t changed either. There’s a truck-load of Chinese on its way up from the takeaway in Andover. The cook nearly walked out when I told her. Sit down if you want to.’

Rory thought about asking if she’d ordered a 69er but decided now was not the time for smutty jokes. Instead he smiled. Pam hated Chinese food. He was glad that Laura hadn’t forgotten the takeaways they’d shared in the cosy fug of his little room at Mick Fanshaw’s. He sat in a deep, tapestry-clad armchair and reached into his jacket pocket for his tobacco tin.

‘Still smoking those nasty little roll-ups, then?’ Laura asked.

‘Sure. I’m quite good at it now. D’you want one?’

‘Why not.’ She put a full tumbler of pale whisky on a table beside him. ‘I’ll swap it for a Monte Cristo after dinner.’

Rory meticulously rolled two thin cigarettes, passed one to Laura and lit it for her.

She sat opposite him in a high winged chair.

‘So,’ he asked, ‘what makes you suddenly want to talk to me?’

She gave him a smile, not the self-conscious, seductive look of her early twenties, but a wide, generous grin. ‘There wasn’t anything sudden about it.’

Rory looked at her, the firelight on her long, rich black hair and the shadows cast by her large, well-formed  breasts in a cream silk blouse. He tried to remember her naked body, and wondered if it had changed.

‘No,’ she went on with a short laugh, ‘I’ve been thinking about talking to you for a long time. Rutherford going mad and blaming me because you won’t ride his horse just gave me an excuse – that and the fact that Dai isn’t riding too well.’

‘It’s not business, then?’

‘No. I mean – I do want you to ride for me – but that’s not the main reason I wanted to see you.’ She paused, she seemed to be having difficulty getting to the point.

Rory picked up his glass and sucked in some of the single malt whisky. He waited; he couldn’t help her.

She leaned forward in her chair and waved a hand round the room. ‘What do you think of the house?’

Rory shrugged. ‘It’s magnificent, like something in a movie. Way beyond what I’m used to.’

‘You’re right. It’s very beautiful. I suppose it’s one of the best Tudor houses in England.’ She gave a tight little smile. ‘My gilded cage.’

Rory frowned. ‘You, in a cage? It doesn’t sound too likely. You’re a successful woman, you could leave any time you pleased.’

‘Maybe, now. You’ve never met Luke, have you?’

‘You didn’t ask me to the wedding.’

‘But you’ve seen him at the races, when he’s been riding?’

‘Sure.’

‘One of the boys; all macho charm and healthy ambition. When the mask’s down, he’s a different beast. He’s got an almost manic need for power and control  over the people around him, and he uses any weapon he can lay his hands on to achieve it.’

‘He beats you?’

‘Only mentally.’

‘But you can handle that.’

‘For God’s sake, I was twenty-three, and feeling incredibly unsure of myself after you’d gone off with Pam, when he reappeared in my life. Luke’s got a very forceful personality and if he can’t dominate someone head-on, he undermines them, knows all their weak points and how to exploit them. When he married me, I was a pushover.’

‘Our splitting up wasn’t entirely one-sided,’ Rory said quietly.

‘Okay,’ Laura came back more gently. ‘There’s not much point going over that now. As you say, I’m a successful woman, in my own right. And I think I probably am strong enough to walk out. I just need someone to convince me. Unfortunately, though I’ve got all this,’ she waved her hand around the room, to take in the whole house, the pictures and tapestries, the park outside, the stable yard, the seventy-five thousand pound Mercedes in the garage, ‘I haven’t got a single close friend.’

‘You must have been scraping the barrel if you had to resort to me,’ Rory chuckled.

‘Yeah,’ she said with a grin, ‘but I’m glad I have, aren’t you?’

Rory picked up his glass and tilted it towards her before taking a drink. ‘Sure,’ he smiled.

They looked at each other, bridging a gap of ten years in their lives. In the gentle silence there was a tap on the door and a tiny Filipino woman came in.

‘Mrs Mundy, your dinner ready.’

Laura glanced up at her. ‘Thanks, Maria. We’ll come straight in.’ She turned back to Rory. ‘I’ve ordered masses, so we’re eating in the dining room. I hope you’re not riding tomorrow.’

‘I’m not, and I haven’t had a proper meal for three days.’

 



An hour and two bottles of Burgundy later, Rory laughed at the remains of their Chinese feast.

‘I already feel like a Sumo wrestler, and there’s enough left to feed a football team.’

While they had eaten, by the light of two silver candelabra and another log fire, they had taken themselves back to the time when they had first met at Mick Fanshaw’s mucky yard on the Sussex downs.

Rory, just nineteen, had arrived a month before from his home village beneath the mountains in the upper Esk valley. It was his first visit to England, undertaken despite the anxiety and disapproval of his strict Presbyterian parents. He had never sat on the back of a horse before leaving Scotland, but Mick Fanshaw had taken him on without any hesitation; one glance into the good-looking boy’s bright blue eyes had told him all he needed to know. Before the end of that first month, Rory was riding work, and Mick had already decided that he was his best discovery in a decade. But he didn’t tell Rory that.

Rory knew even less about girls than he did about horses. There had been little scope for experimentation in his village and his parents’ small house beside their post office. Girls were something admired and desired  from afar, mostly on a television screen.

When one of Mick Fanshaw’s owners, Edward Brickhill, had come to visit the yard, he’d brought his daughter Laura with him. One glimpse had sent the blood rushing around Rory’s body and struck him dumb when Laura and her father reached the horses he looked after for them.

After that, Laura always came with her father whenever he visited the yard. It wasn’t until her fourth visit that Rory spoke to her.

 



In some ways, Laura Brickhill could not have been a more unlikely candidate for his first love. While he was from a poor Scottish Presbyterian family, her parents were rich English Catholics. He had been to the village school in Eskdale and a comprehensive in Dumfries; she had been to Lady Eden’s in London and St Mary’s Convent, Ascot.

But, in common, they had both possessed streaks of rebelliousness against their respective backgrounds. Laura loathed her mother’s small-minded snobbishness, which gave more weight to a person’s accent than their intelligence and Rory was reacting to the unforgiving narrow-mindedness of his parents’ faith.
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Some people will do anything to win...
anything

‘Like Dick Francis... A winner’Mail on Sunday






