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			Dedicated to the memory of Chiara Sanfilppo,
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			‘I was born upon the prairie where the wind blew free and there was nothing to break the light of the sun. I was born where there were no enclosures and where everything drew a free breath. I want to die there and not within walls.’

			Ten Bears, Comanche Chief

			[image: theglory_tree_Quotation_ed.tif] 

		

	
		
			 

			PROLOGUE

			 

			[image: theglory_thunderbirdrack_Prologue_ed.tif] 

			Jonas B. Ellington had the worst characteristic with which any businessman could be cursed: he was a romantic. He’d lasted just one semester at Harvard Business School, where the only lecturer not tempted to throttle him had suggested he pursue an alternative career in painting, writing or, failing that, landscape gardening.

			Jonas had done none of those things. Instead he’d invested the $1,000 left to him by his father, another romantic, in creating a cheap, environmentally friendly floor cleaner he’d first mixed up in his kitchen. He’d reasoned that even in the toughest times people still need to clean their floors and that the cheaper the product, the more likely they were to buy it. The environmental bit was equally obvious to him. Jonas spent every minute he could in nature and was mystified by anyone who didn’t have as their life mission a desire to save the planet for future generations.

			It turned out that millions of people thought the same way, if not about trees and animals then certainly about low-cost floor wash. Not having a wife to object, Jonas transformed his kitchen into a makeshift factory. From there, his Green Power cleaning product company moved to a defunct Mexican restaurant, and now it filled an entire grain warehouse in Dinosaur, Colorado.

			Jonas’s business acumen had never improved, but at forty-seven he had an unerring instinct for making money. He’d given a small fortune to charity but still he was dissatisfied. As he sat in his office one Friday afternoon, he thought nostalgically of his grandfather, who’d enriched Jonas’s boyhood with thrilling fireside tales of the Old West. They’d shared a passion for wild mustangs.

			His granddad was fond of quoting Frank T. Hopkins, a nineteenth-century horseman believed by many to be the greatest distance rider of all time. ‘You can’t beat mustang intelligence in the entire equine race. These animals have had to shift themselves for generations. They had to work out their own destiny or be destroyed. Those that survived were animals of superior intelligence.’

			On Jonas’s office wall was an oil painting of Hopkins competing in the so-called Longest Race. Hopkins claimed that, in 1886, he rode his mustang stallion Joe, from Galveston, Texas to Rutland, Vermont – a distance of eighteen hundred miles – in just thirty-one days, thirteen ahead of the second-placed rider.

			Jonas tipped back his chair and studied the picture. Opinion was divided as to whether Hopkins was a conman and a fraud. There were those who were convinced that he’d no more won four hundred distance races than he’d walked on the moon. To Jonas, it didn’t matter either way. Mythical or not, he loved the idea of Hopkins pitting his wits and the strength and fiery will of his mustang against the elements.

			There was a knock at the door. In came Wayne Turnbull, the new clerk, a thin man with a dramatically receding hairline.

			‘Scantily-clad celebrities,’ mused Jonas.

			The clerk was startled. ‘Sir?’

			Jonas righted his chair with a crash. ‘Sorry – Wayne, is it? – I was just thinking aloud. Not about unclothed pop stars and actresses, I hasten to add, but about society’s obsession with talentless Z-list wannabes, famous for being famous. Sometimes I long for the return of the bad old days – you know, the Wild West. I don’t mean gunfighters and ambushes, but the spirit of it.’

			The clerk perked up. For reasons of his own, Turnbull regularly yearned for a time when the law was a crooked sheriff with a tin badge. He regarded his boss with more interest.

			Jonas wore a dreamy expression. He gestured at the painting. ‘Take Frank Hopkins. In the nineteenth century, he claimed to have raced a horse eighteen hundred miles across the United States, averaging fifty-seven miles a day. No historical proof, so it’s probably nonsense, but that’s not the point. Endurance riding is immensely popular today, but with the exception of the two hundred and fifty mile Shahzada in Australia, the maximum distance of most races is around one hundred miles. It’s still a tough test, mind you. It still pushes competitors to the limit, but it can’t be compared to the challenges faced by the distance horsemen of the Old West.’

			Turnbull hated horses. In his experience, one end bit, the other end kicked and dispensed manure, and the middle was both dangerous and uncomfortable. Still, he saw no harm at all in indulging the boss’s whims. One never knew when it might lead to a pay rise.

			‘Seems to me, sir, that someone should revive Hopkins’s race. Retrace the route or something.’

			He stopped. Jonas’s eyes were lit with a diamond gleam. When he spoke his voice actually shook.

			‘Wayne, you’re a genius. A total genius. We’ll revive the race. Not the original one. Not enough romance. Galveston and Alabama have their attractions, but they’re very built up. For our race, we’ll devise a route that cuts through the heart of the West – from Colorado to Oregon via Wyoming and Idaho.’

			Jonas did a quick search on his laptop. ‘Twelve hundred miles. Now that sounds like a proper race. What do you think, Wayne? Green Power could sponsor it. We’ll offer an incentive worthy of the challenge. A gold buckle with an emblem of Hopkins riding a mustang on it, plus $100,000. No, better make it $250,000. Winner takes all.’

			Turnbull’s mouth began to water. A cool quarter of a million dollars for a horse race. The boss was clearly mad.

			‘I’d need a chief organiser, Wayne. A right-hand man. Any experience with setting up events?’

			Turnbull took a moment to reflect. It was true he’d organised the botched jewellery store robbery that had earned him and his accomplices a lengthy spell in Colorado State Penitentiary, but that wasn’t down to any failure of leadership. It had to do with the unforeseen imbecility of the getaway driver, who’d dropped the car keys down a storm drain as they were attempting to escape. Were it not for that, his carefully masterminded plan would have seen him sipping cocktails on a beach.

			‘As a matter of fact . . . ’

			‘Consider yourself hired, Wayne. Before the year is out, we’ll make this race a reality. It’s May now. We could aim for October, on the cusp between fall and winter. Then the weather will come into play.’

			‘Good thinking, sir. There’s nothing like floods, snow and a gale or two to sort the men from the boys.’

			‘And the women from the girls, Wayne. This is the twenty-first century and this is about finding the best rider. There are as many gifted horsewomen as there are men. More, probably. I want it to appeal to teenagers too – the kind of youngsters who helped build this country. Too many teenagers today lack purpose. They’re fixated with texting and the Internet. The closest they get to nature is a photograph on their screensaver. They need a real challenge. Our race will give any kid over sixteen a chance to shine.’

			His pale face glowed. ‘What should we call it? A great race needs a great name.’

			‘The Green Power Distance Derby?’ suggested Turnbull, who’d never been good with words.

			Jonas’s eye fell on the miniature US flag poking out of a mug on his desk. Old Glory. ‘What do people race for, Wayne?’

			‘Money,’ Turnbull said at once.

			Jonas frowned. ‘No, Wayne. Horses, people and even huskies race for the glory of it. They want to cross the finish line knowing that they’ve fought with every breath and are the best of the best.’

			‘The Glory, sir – it has a certain ring.’

			The dreamy expression returned to Jonas’s face. ‘The Glory it is.’
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			Dovecote Equestrian Centre, Surrey, England

			On a blustery September afternoon as bright as a new-minted coin, a teenage rider cantered towards a jump. Alexandra Blakewood was exercising her eighth horse of the day, but there was nothing in her body language to suggest that she was in any way fatigued. She balanced lightly in the saddle as the dark bay thoroughbred cleared the double with room to spare and hurtled towards the next jump.

			This was the part where everyone apart from Clare, Dovecote’s owner and chief instructor, lost control of him, but Alex used a series of half halts to slow the horse enough to take the oxer, repeated the process with next two jumps as he attempted to rocket between each, and completed the circuit with only one rolled pole. As she eased him to a walk, patting and praising him, her grin was so wide anyone would have thought she’d just won at Olympia.

			She rides like an angel, Clare thought ruefully, well aware that in every other area of Alex’s life she was anything but. At Dovecote Alex was a model pupil, hungry (almost desperate, Clare sometimes thought) to learn, hard-working and the only fifteen-year-old she knew even remotely talented enough or committed enough to volunteer to school seven or eight horses every Sunday, which she did come rain or shine. Nor did she shy away from dealing with difficult horses. If anything, those were the ones she bonded with most.

			But Alex had a tendency to ride recklessly and take too many chances. If she was told off, she became mutinous, although she was careful never to be rude. She knew that Clare operated a zero-tolerance policy when it came to insolence or swearing. From the terse exchanges Clare had overheard between Alex and her mum, she did not exercise the same restraint at home. Far from it. Clare had a feeling that trouble was brewing in the Pritchard/Blakewood household and that, when it came, it would be with hurricane force.

			‘I can’t think why Mrs Priestly complains about him,’ Alex said as she rode up to the gate. ‘He jumps like a dream. Maybe she’d be better off with an old cob. Personally, I like horses with a bit of fire.’

			Clare hid her amusement with a scowl. ‘There’s a difference between a hot horse who loves to jump and one who’s a hazard to himself and his rider. Besides, he’ll never improve his shape over fences unless you spend more time doing lateral work with him. He’s weak in all the crucial muscles. As for your position on that last jump . . . ’

			‘Yeah, but . . . ’

			Alex got no further. Her stepfather’s ‘winter gold’ Jaguar came racing into the car park and skidded to a halt on the gravel. He exited the vehicle at high speed, followed by Alex’s mother.

			‘I think they’re looking for you,’ began Clare, but she was talking to herself. Alex was galloping away in the other direction, approaching the first jump dangerously fast.

			The hurricane Clare feared had just blown in.
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			‘What is it that we’re not giving you, Alex?’ demanded her stepfather. ‘Tell me that. I’d really like to know. So far this year we’ve bought you a second iPhone after you dropped the first in the bath, not to mention a new laptop and a wardrobe full of clothes and riding gear. We’ve also been on holiday to Devon and Tuscany and paid eye-wateringly expensive school fees.’

			Despite repeated appeals not to do so, Alex sat with her feet up on the armchair. She buried her face in her knees to stifle a yawn. Her caramel-coloured hair, long and unruly, was still damp from her riding hat. Arguments with her parents always followed the same pattern. Her mum and stepdad would start out clearly furious but doing their best to be reasonable. Why, they’d want to know, had she done whatever it was she’d done.

			At her last school, the teachers had been remarkably tolerant. Alex had regularly played truant and drawn horses on her exam papers – with few consequences. At school, that is. Her parents were another story. Alex was prepared to accept that drawing eventers on test papers was not a proven route to academic success, but she thought her mum should have been able to see past the truancy and appreciate that Alex had not been smoking, sneaking off with boys, or worse; she’d simply been holed up in a storeroom with a book. Instead, her mum started leaving pamphlets around the house about the catastrophic effects of taking drugs.

			At her current school they had no sense of humour. The head teacher had blown a gasket over Alex’s latest escapade. Personally, Alex thought it was quite ingenious. When a new PE teacher started at the school Alex had reasoned that if she never showed up to a single class, he’d never know she was missing. Since she already bunked off music and drama, it meant she got to spend an hour or more most days with two horses in a nearby field. She’d overheard Clare telling someone that they belonged to a couple of bankers who worked long hours and rarely exercised them.

			To begin with, she’d simply sat under a tree or, if it was raining, in a stable, reading a novel, but over the course of the term she’d progressed to experimenting with different horse whisperer-type techniques and riding the horses bareback. The whole thing had worked like a charm until the previous Friday, when the owner of the horses had come home unexpectedly. Alex had managed to evade her grasp, but the uniform had been a giveaway. It hadn’t taken the school long to discover the culprit. Hence the current row.

			‘I know you love me,’ said Alex tiredly. ‘And I know that I have everything I could ever wish for – apart from the thing I want most, a horse – and, of course, you’re the world’s most perfect parents, blah, blah, blah.’

			‘Don’t be insolent,’ said her stepfather. ‘Why do you want to upset me and hurt your mum?’

			As always, Alex had the feeling of watching herself from a distance, as if she were staring in at the contents of a goldfish bowl. She saw a slender girl in black breeches and a baggy V-necked grey sweater hugging herself defensively in a room straight out of Country Living, all overstuffed white furniture, great vases of flowers and artfully arranged rugs and paintings. It was so clean that once a week the cleaner had to spend her whole four hours dreaming up things to do.

			On the sofa, her mum, Natalie, and Alex’s stepdad of two years were rigid with agitation. Jeremy, who was something big in insurance, was in his version of weekend casual – ironed jeans, pin-striped shirt and shiny black shoes.

			‘I’m sorry,’ said Alex. ‘What more can I say? I’ve already apologised a million times. How was I supposed to know that the owner of the horses would sprain an ankle running after me? I’m sorry she’s injured, but I had no way of predicting that.’

			‘No, but you shouldn’t have trespassed on her property and ridden her horses in the first place,’ said Jeremy. ‘You should have focused on your schoolwork like everyone else. If I hadn’t known her husband from the golf club, we might have had a lawsuit on our hands.’

			Her mum regarded her despairingly. ‘Why do you do it, darling?’

			Alex stared out of the window at the landscaped garden, every inch of it tamed into submission. Why did she do it? The truth was, she didn’t know. Partly it was to hide how shy she was and uncomfortable in her own skin. She’d never really felt as if she fitted in and that feeling had grown worse after the divorce.

			When she played truant to be with horses, she got into trouble, but what mattered was that just for a while she felt less lonely. Just for a moment she felt the way only horses could make her feel. Warm inside. Needed. Worth something.

			For a while she felt less angry too, which was good because the slow-burning fury that had started as an ember after her father had walked out of the door four years earlier now raged in her like a forest fire. Having her mum weeping and fuming one day, and then planning her wedding to Jeremy the next, hadn’t helped either.

			Slowly, Alex had retreated inside herself. Her school reports painted a picture of a bright but withdrawn teenager who needed to try harder. Her parents fretted that she was distant. Cold. Unemotional about things that she should care about, such as exams. Too emotional about things that were unimportant, such as horses.

			As if anything could matter more than horses.

			‘Answer your mother,’ ordered Jeremy. ‘Why do you do it? I mean, you’re nearly sixteen. It’s high time you grew up. Why are you always in trouble?’

			Alex shrugged. ‘It’s a laugh.’

			Jeremy jumped to his feet, black hair bristling. ‘Well, let’s see how funny you find it when your riding lessons stop. As of this minute, you’re grounded for three months. No, there’s no point in appealing to your mum. She and I have already discussed this. You will not be allowed near any riding school until you learn to behave.’

			Alex began to shake. ‘No, please, anything but that. I’ll do extra chores and study for hours every weekend. I’ll work myself to the bone to get As in all my exams. I need to ride. I’ll die if I don’t.’

			‘Don’t be ridiculous, Alex,’ snapped her mum. ‘Anyway, we don’t have a choice. Clare had a word with me while you were collecting your bag from the tack room. I’m afraid you’re no longer welcome at Dovecote after the stunt you pulled, racing off on Mrs Priestly’s thoroughbred and forcing Clare to cancel a lesson to go after you. She’s not having the health of her horses and the reputation of her riding school ruined by a single pupil, even if you are one of the most talented.’

			‘And that’s another thing,’ said Jeremy, drowning out Alex’s protests. ‘Since you’ve demonstrated yet again that you can’t be trusted, we are not going to take you to Paris next weekend. Nor are we going to leave you alone. You’ll be staying with Rich and Barbara. You could do a lot worse than watch how their daughters Chloe and Tiffany behave, and try to emulate them.’

			It was all Alex could do to stop herself from screaming. Rich was another big tuna in insurance and he and his identikit wife and daughters, the three of whom glowed as if they’d been scrubbed with a Brillo pad and fed on nothing but organic milk and honey from birth, were the most boring people in the universe.

			After failing to persuade her parents to relent either about Paris or her riding lessons, Alex stormed up to her room, where she cried for over an hour. France she could live without, but horses were her whole world. They were the first thing she thought about every morning and the last thing she thought about at night. To keep her from them was cruel beyond words.

			There was no doubt in Alex’s mind that, between them, her mum and Jeremy had ruined her life. By taking away the thing she loved most, they’d destroyed the best thing that had ever happened to her.

			Sitting up, she dried her eyes on her sleeve. She pulled her laptop out from under her pillow. The screen purred to life, casting a blue halo across the bed. Alex smiled as she opened up Facebook. She’d make her parents sorry. Boy, would they be sorry.
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			‘The Beeches’, Virginia Water, Surrey

			When the doorbell went for the seventeenth time, Alex experienced a feeling of panic so great that she wondered if she was hyperventilating.

			Her plan had been to get back at her parents by throwing a party while they were in Paris. They had a cabinet full of alcohol that she’d intended to mix with fruit juice, cherries and a tin of peaches to create a giant bowl of punch. She’d bought some plastic cups and a few bags of crisps and put together a playlist. As soon as Rich and Barbara and their nauseating daughters were asleep, she’d imagined sneaking round the corner to her house, switching on the lights and welcoming her guests. If indeed there were any.

			All week she’d worried that the party would be a disaster. She had few friends. Who did she think was going to show up? By Thursday she’d only had three people accept her Facebook invitation. One was from a boy who suffered from chronic dandruff and two were from girls from her last school who she could barely remember. A couple of her more popular classmates had surprised her by saying that they’d come if they could, but on the whole her invitation had been ignored.

			Alex was not as upset as she’d thought she might be. Already she had cold feet. What if the party got out of hand? That evening she put another notice up on Facebook, this one advising everyone that the party had been postponed due to unforeseen circumstances. ‘Postponed’ sounded better than ‘cancelled’. It at least allowed her to save face.

			Her fury with Jeremy and her mum for banning her from riding and destroying her relationship with Clare and Dovecote Equestrian Centre had not diminished one iota. If anything, it had gone nuclear. But the realist in her was aware that she had infinitely more chance of changing their minds with a period of angelic behaviour than she did by being a monster.

			On Saturday morning, her mum and stepfather had left for Paris with barely a backward glance. Alex was forced to endure an excruciating day with Rich and Barbara and their daughters. Beneath their wholesome-as-apple-pie exteriors Chloe and Tiffany were a pair of witches. They’d spent the entire time making sly digs at her while pretending to be effusively nice. She could have wept with gratitude when the whole family trooped off to bed at ten o’clock on the dot.

			Unable to sleep, Alex logged on to Facebook. What she saw stunned her. The party invitation that she thought she’d deleted now had eighty-two acceptances. That was disturbing enough, especially since her second notice, postponing the party, seemed to have vanished. But the really frightening part was the number of people promising to meet each other at her house at 11 p.m. ‘It’ll be a BLAST!!!’ said a boy she’d never heard of.

			A sick feeling came over her. She sprang out of bed, dragged on jeans and a jumper, grabbed her house keys and tiptoed downstairs. Luckily, Rich and Barbara’s fat golden retriever was so stuffed with treats that it barely stirred as she let herself out into the night.

			Petrified that she’d arrive home to find hordes of marauding revellers, she was relieved to see the place in darkness. Shadows stretched uninterrupted across the lawn. She was digging her keys out of her pocket when a car pulled up. A woman who’d clearly been drinking wobbled up the path.

			‘This doesn’t seem like much of a party. Are we early or something?’ Without waiting for a reply, she yelled to a man in the car, ‘Dominic, check the address, will ya? The place is dead.’

			‘There is no party.’ Fear lent Alex her attitude. ‘It was cancelled. Now get off our property before I call the police. You’re trespassing.’

			‘Relax,’ said the woman, holding up her hands as if to ward off a blow. ‘Keep your wig on. I’m going, but you need to chill.’

			The engine revved and the car sped away.

			Alex was so unnerved that it took her a full minute to unlock the front door. Once inside, she stood for a moment with her hands covering her face. She’d made a massive mistake putting the party up on Facebook but she seemed to have got away with it. Never again would she be so stupid. Anything could have happened. People could have trashed the place.

			Shaken, she went into the kitchen and put the kettle on. It was ten past eleven. She’d have a coffee, chase away anyone else who might have missed her postponement notice and return to Rich and Barbara’s. Anything was better than being alone with her thoughts.

			She was lifting the milk from the fridge when the doorbell rang. Alex tried ignoring it but whoever it was leaned on it until she was forced to run for it before it woke the neighbours. To her surprise, it was the two classmates who thought they wouldn’t be able to come.

			‘Where’s the party?’ demanded Gemma, looking round the living room as if she expected people to leap from behind the sofa and shout, ‘Surprise!’

			‘I, um, I cancelled it.’

			Gemma’s face fell. ‘Cancelled it? Have you any idea how many lies I had to tell to get here? Have you any idea how complicated it was? Have you any idea how much trouble I’ll be in if my parents find out?’

			Sensing Alex’s discomfiture, Isabella spoke up. ‘Hey, Gems, don’t stress. The night is young. Why don’t we make our own party?’

			Before Alex could object, Isabella was steering her into the kitchen. ‘Got any Jäger and Red Bull? I fancy a Jägerbomb. Or Sex on the Beach. Don’t tell me you’ve never heard of it. If you have the ingredients, I’ll show you how to make it. It’s soooo yummy.’

			Alex had never drunk alcohol in her life and had no intention of starting now but, eager to impress, she opened the cupboard where her parents kept an assortment of wine and spirits. Egged on by Isabella, she proceeded to empty a bottle of vodka, half a litre of peach schnapps and a couple of cartons of orange and cranberry juice into a bowl. Meanwhile, Gemma found the sound system and Alex’s party playlist and turned the volume up so loudly that Alex had to shout to be heard.

			The doorbell rang as Alex chopped cherries into the mix. Before Alex could stop her, Isabella was answering it. Four beautiful teenagers entered the kitchen, boys and girls. They were strangers but Alex was unable to pluck up the courage to ask them to leave, especially since Gemma seemed thrilled to meet them.

			Hiding her shyness with a casual, ‘Hey, how’s it going? Can I offer you a Sex on the Beach?’ Alex handed out plastic cups of drinks and plates of crisps. Thankfully, the newcomers were polite and friendly. After a while she began to relax. It seemed terribly sophisticated to be entertaining six guests, all of whom were laughing and enjoying themselves.

			Then the bell rang again.

			That had been over two hours ago. Now, as Alex opened the door for the umpteenth time, rivulets of sweat pooled at the base of her spine. She no longer recognised her own home. It heaved with people she didn’t know. Somebody had spilled red wine on her mum’s precious white sofa and the carpet was a kaleidoscope of chocolate, crushed crisps and broken glass. A cushion had burst and there were feathers everywhere. She could hear squeals and thuds from upstairs. It sounded as if someone was moving furniture.

			On the front step stood four hooded youths with glittering eyes. Alex tried to slam the door, but the tallest one blocked it with his boot. They shoved past her as if she didn’t exist.

			‘You can’t come in!’ cried Alex. ‘The party’s over. Please, you have to go.’

			‘Says who?’ growled one. ‘If you don’t wanna have a good time, little girl, run home to Mummy.’

			She was about to rush after them when something caught her eye. Something so nightmarish that her brain struggled to comprehend that it was real. Illuminated by the streetlights, scores of teenagers were converging like zombies on her house. There were cars everywhere, some parked on the lawn. A couple of girls were having a row with a neighbour who was in his dressing gown. As Alex stood open-mouthed on the doorstep, a gang of six or eight kids bumped past her, clutching clinking bags of booze.

			She wanted to scream at them to get out of her home, but the words stuck in her throat. Paralysed with horror, she couldn’t begin to think how to halt the invasion. Her mum and Jeremy were not due back until Sunday evening. She could run to Rich and Barbara’s house for help, but that would mean leaving her home in the hands of the vandals for a short period when the situation could deteriorate even further. Her only option was to call the police and face the consequences.

			Even as the thought went through her head, the high-pitched wail of sirens cut through the night, followed almost immediately by the sweeping searchlight and throbbing overhead whir of a police helicopter.

			Alex’s knees gave way beneath her and she sank on to the step with her head in her hands. Life, as she knew it, was over.
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			Alex expected screaming rows and to be grounded forever. What she didn’t anticipate was the opposite. Her parents hardly spoke as they toured the wreckage of their home. They listened gravely to her tearful explanations. At one point her stepfather said in an eerily calm voice, ‘Do you understand what’s happened here, Alex? What you’ve done? What it’s cost? How much has been stolen or destroyed? And it’s not just about the money. The sentimental things that have been taken, such as your grandmother’s wedding ring, are irreplaceable.’

			A sob burst from Alex. ‘I’m sorry, Jeremy. Mum, I’m so, so sorry. If you forgive me, I’ll never do anything like this ever again. You have to believe me, I didn’t mean any of this to happen. I tried to stop it. I took the invitation off Facebook, but loads of kids had already got hold of it and shared it with everyone they knew.’

			Her mum wore a faraway expression. She was only partly listening. That scared Alex more than any amount of recrimination would have done. ‘Yes, dear. I know. Of course you didn’t mean it. You never do. It’s always somebody else’s fault. But that’s okay. In a way it makes the tough decisions easier.’

			‘What tough decisions?’

			‘Nothing for you to worry about,’ said Jeremy.

			‘What do you mean, Mum? What tough decisions?’

			Her mother massaged her temples. ‘Can we not do this now, Alexandra? I have a headache.’

			That night Alex found it impossible to sleep, and not just because every breath filled her lungs with the aroma of stale vomit – a legacy of the party. It seemed to have impregnated the carpet fibres and no amount of cleaning or Spring Breeze spray could shift it. She kept thinking about her mum’s comment about the tough decisions. What did that mean? Were they planning to send her to a psychiatrist or would they simply ban her from being around horses for a lifetime?

			Alex put the pillow over her head. Whatever they were up to, it couldn’t be good. She had to try to stop it. Tomorrow she’d start anew. Clean slate. No more playing truant. She’d go down on her hands and knees and scrub the house from top to bottom if she had to. She’d devote herself to studying and coming top of the class. She’d do anything if only it meant that she could ride again.

			Sleep came at her like an ocean wave. She went down so deep that everything in her resisted being dragged back to the surface. It wasn’t until she was physically shaken and light flooded the room that her eyes flickered open. Vision blurred, she tried to make sense of what she was seeing. Jeremy and two strangers were staring down at her. She shot up in bed with a scream.

			Her mother came into the room. Like Jeremy, she was fully dressed even though the clock indicated that it was 3.32 a.m. ‘Don’t worry, Alex,’ she said soothingly. ‘These people are here to help you.’

			‘Help me?’ Alex tried to wrench herself free of what she was sure was a nightmare. The man and woman were in matching white T-shirts, denim shirts and chinos. They were smiling. The man had his hands in his pockets as if nothing could be more natural or normal than to appear in a teenager’s bedroom in the dead of night looking like a paunchy model from a Gap advert.

			‘These lovely people are from Camp Renew in the United States,’ said Jeremy. His voice was bright, as if he was talking her through a new insurance policy. ‘This is Sue-Ellen and the big fellow over there is Ken. Camp Renew is a marvellous place, Alex.’

			‘Y-e-s, it i-i-s,’ agreed Sue-Ellen, her American drawl making three syllables of each word. ‘Wait till you see our location close to the Rocky Mountain National Park in Colorado. It’s tru-u-ly beautiful. A fifty-thousand-acre wilderness. We have mountain lions and bears. Ever think you’d see a grizzly in the wild Alexandra?’

			‘I feel as if I’ve fallen headfirst down a rabbit hole,’ said Alex. ‘Would somebody please wake me up? What are these mental people doing in my bedroom?’

			Ken stiffened but his smile remained in place. ‘That’s the first thing you’ll learn at Camp Renew – no name-calling. Strike Cartwright – he’s our warden – won’t stand for it.’

			Alex was beginning to feel terribly afraid. She kept trying to convince herself that she was asleep. When she awoke, everything would have gone back to normal. She jumped out of bed. The four adults reared back as if she had the Ebola virus.

			Alex halted in confusion. ‘Say something, Mum! What’s going on? You’re frightening me.’

			Her mother looked white and strained in the lamplight. ‘Darling, I know this must be a bit of a shock, but Camp Renew is a very special place. It’s in one of the most stunningly pretty areas of the US. You’re going to love it, I know you are. They have an extraordinary success rate with troubled teens. There are wonderful stories of redemption.’

			Alex went cold. ‘Oh my God, is that what this is about? You want to send me to a boot camp like that awful place we saw in that TV documentary?’

			‘Camp Renew is not a boot camp,’ Jeremy told her. ‘It’s a therapeutic boarding school. There’s a big difference.’

			‘Yes, there i-is,’ agreed Sue-Ellen. ‘We offer teens an opportunity to find their higher selves through counselling, physical effort and close contact with the great outdoors.’

			‘You can’t be serious? Mum, is she serious?’ Her mother avoided her eyes, but Alex glared at her until she looked up. ‘How long are you and Jeremy planning to send me away for, exactly?’

			Jeremy checked his watch. ‘Alex, you’ll be home before you know it. Just think of it as an opportunity to see another country. Now I’m afraid we’re going to have to get moving because you need to get to Heathrow in time for an early flight. You have fifteen minutes to pack and then you’ll be on your way. Ken and Sue-Ellen will be driving you. Alex, I’m sorry it’s had to come to this, but Camp Renew is renowned for performing miracles and one day you’ll thank us.’

			‘You think I’m going to thank you for having Beavis and Butthead here swoop in at three a.m. and drag me across the Atlantic to some teenage prison?’

			‘Darling, it’s really not like that,’ protested her mum. ‘You’re letting your imagination run away with you. There’s climbing and kayaking. They do trail rides in the mountains too. I’d have no objection to that because it’ll be in a structured environment where discipline and good manners are a priority.’

			For a moment Alex had a vision of herself on a mustang, galloping across the wilderness, and then she remembered that if her parents were sending her to a holiday camp she would not need to be escorted there in the dead of night by two goons.

			Ken tapped his watch. ‘Folks, we need to hustle. The plane ain’t gonna wait for us.’

			Sue-Ellen glanced around the room. ‘Where’d you say you put the suitcase, Mrs Pritchard?’

			Alex bolted for the door, but Ken blocked her way, holding it shut with one enormous paw. 

			‘I’M NOT GOING AND YOU CAN’T MAKE ME!’ she screamed at her parents.

			‘This is normal,’ said Sue-Ellen. ‘We see this reaction all the time. When Alexandra returns she’ll be a different girl. Healed from the inside out.’

			Alex ran to her mother and threw her arms around her. ‘Mum, please don’t do this to me. I know I’ve messed up and I’m sorry. I’m going to spend the rest of my life making it up to you, you’ll see. I’ll help out around the house and spend every waking hour studying. I’m going to make you proud.’

			Tears filled her mother’s eyes. She looked helplessly at Jeremy. ‘Are we doing the right thing, darling? Maybe we should give her a second chance.’

			‘A second chance? More like her fiftieth. No, Nat, what Alexandra needs is tough love. Camp Renew will give us back our daughter.’

			Alex looked from one to the other. They were talking about her as if she was a piece of furniture they were planning to shift to a different room. Ducking away from her mum, she leapt once more for the exit, but it was no use. Ken was as immovable as a tree.

			Alex’s heart felt numb but her mind was suddenly sharp and clear. If she was going to survive this experience, it needed to be. She turned to her mum. ‘I’ll go if I can take Pluto.’

			‘Ma’am, Camp Renew has a “no pets” policy. Warden Cartwright wouldn’t stand for it.’

			Natalie Pritchard retrieved a small bear from beneath the duvet. ‘This is Pluto. Alex has had him since she was a baby. She never goes anywhere without him, including on holiday.’

			‘Camp Renew is about letting go of babyish things,’ asserted Sue-Ellen.

			To Alex’s surprise, a stubborn expression came over her mother’s face. ‘Maybe it is, but the bear doesn’t fall into that category. He is a family heirloom, if you will, given to Alex by my late mum.’

			‘For goodness’ sake, surely there are more important things to worry about than a bloody bear,’ said Jeremy, losing patience. ‘I appreciate that you and Ken are the experts here, Sue-Ellen, but frankly if a stuffed toy is going to make Alex more cooperative and help the three of you catch your flight, I for one am in favour of it.’

			Sue-Ellen’s face was a genial mask. ‘As you wish, sir. It’s just that past experience has taught us that troubled teens often use toys as hiding places for drugs and other illicit substances.’

			‘Alex doesn’t have those sorts of problems,’ snapped Natalie. ‘But feel free to search the bear if you need added reassurance. Now, shall I fetch the suitcase?’
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			The Bigger Burger Cafe, Chattanooga, Tennessee

			‘What’ll it be today – an Elephant or a Gorilla?’ asked Will Greyton, dredging up his best customer service smile for the sweaty, obese man leaning over the counter.

			‘Which is bigger?’

			‘Do you mean in real life or at the Bigger Burger?’

			‘You got a smart mouth on you, boy. Natchrilly, I mean at this here burger joint. Which is the super-size one?’

			‘All of our burgers are super-size, sir, but the Elephant burger is a quadruple stack with extra bacon whereas the Gorilla is only a triple.’

			‘Perfect. I’ll go for that.’

			‘The Gorilla?’

			‘No, the Elephant, dumbass. You trying to make a fool out of me, boy? Want me to call your manager?’

			‘No, sir, I don’t. I need this job. Would you like the jumbo fries with that? They come with a half-price shake.’

			‘Yeah, I’ll have the fries and the Flamingo milkshake. That’s strawberry-flavoured, I’m taking it? Flamingos being pink and all. Is it super-size?’

			‘It is if you have the Flamingo Supremo, but that costs fifty cents extra.’

			‘What a rip-off! What’s in it – crushed rubies? The way things are going pretty soon I’ll have to remortgage the house to buy dinner. Okay, hit me with two of them Supremos. Now my wife wants the fish and fries. Which is bigger – the Killer Whale or the Blue Whale?’

			After a day of conversations about animal-sized burgers, seventeen-year-old Will often felt that the brain that had made him a straight A student at his Chattanooga high school was turning slowly to soup. Hour by hour his spirit was dying.

			Only a year ago his dream of going to the University of Tennessee in Knoxville to study veterinary medicine had seemed not only possible but inevitable. At sixteen, life had been a breeze. He’d sometimes felt guilty about how easily things came to him. Apart from losing his mum to a malignant tumour when he was just three years old, he’d led a charmed existence. Academically gifted and effortlessly athletic, he’d sailed through school, achieving accolade after accolade.

			There’d been pressure on him to choose between his studies and the track, where he had the potential to excel, but to Will there was never any competition. If he wanted to go to veterinary school, he needed to get the best possible grades and that, to the frustration of his athletics coach, was where his focus lay.

			Besides, he’d never cared less about school sports. The only physical pursuit he put any effort into was horse riding and that was less about riding for its own sake than because he was passionate about horses – especially the grey mare given to him on his fifteenth birthday by his grandparents. She was part Arabian but Gramps had got her for the knock-down price of $100 because she was an ‘accident’. A horse of lowly origin had broken into a paddock full of mares at a prize-winning Arabian stud and Shiraz had been the result. The owners had been so appalled at the scrawny, misshapen foal produced by their champion mare that they’d got rid of her at the first opportunity.

			She’d initially been bought for $150 by a local rancher, who’d broken her and put her to work rounding up cattle. Her looks hadn’t improved with age but in the early days his wranglers had fought over her because she could work for ten hours without breaking a sweat.

			Then a pattern began to emerge. One by one, she’d sent every wrangler to the hospital. It never appeared to be intentional; on the surface, she was willing and responsive. But the outcome was always the same. She’d stumble while descending a steep slope and a minute later there’d be a broken collarbone. She’d gallop too close to a tree and crush a man’s leg. Once, she’d turned too sharply while passing a gulley and almost launched her rider over the edge. His fall had been broken by a thorn bush that hid a dozing rattlesnake. He’d been lucky to escape with his life.

			The rancher was sorry to have to part with his best horse but the wranglers had decided that she was cursed. It was them or her. He sold Shiraz for $300 to a company that organised trail rides for tourists. Not knowing her history, they were glad to have her. Within the first month, however, she’d dispatched three guests to hospital. Nothing appeared to be her fault, but she was the common denominator in every incident.

			Not wishing to be sued for everything he had and hoping for a quick sale, the owner of Paradise Rides had sold her to a friend of a friend, Will’s grandfather, for $100, claiming that the reason she was so cheap was that his guests described her as ‘ugly’ and ‘too clever for her own good’.

			Will’s earliest memory was of wanting a horse of his own. When his grandfather had led Shiraz out of the barn and told him she was his fifteenth birthday present, he’d almost cried with happiness. To him, she was the most beautiful horse who’d ever walked.

			Other people looked at Shiraz and saw a wiry excuse for a mare with a scraggly mane and few qualities to recommend her. Will only saw her bold, intelligent eyes and the thin, dark skin and long sloping muscles signalling that she had her Arabian dam’s capacity to endure. Thanks to strong, straight legs and perfect pasterns and cannon bones, each of her gaits was smooth and efficient. Whatever other faults she may have had, laziness was not one of them. She was a good eater, too. Nothing put her off her food.

			Shiraz had never met anyone like Will. Since birth, she’d been treated like a machine. Not one scrap of love or appreciation had ever come her way. Initially, she’d been nonplussed by the boy who came to visit her, always with treats and radiating calmness and kindness. Though tall, he was light in the saddle and had velvety hands. She’d tested him a few times but when she found that no punishment was forthcoming and that, if anything, he was more patient than before, she’d responded with a devotion and loyalty that deepened every day.

			The two quickly became inseparable. Every Friday evening, Will and his dad drove out to his grandparents’ farm in the Appalachian Mountains. After breakfast on Saturday Will would load Shiraz with a pack containing food, a sleeping bag and an ancient tent and they’d spend two blissful days exploring the mountains. In school holidays, Will moved out to his grandparents’ house for the duration. He’d fill his backpack with supplies and then he and Shiraz would disappear for days at a stretch. Once they were gone for an entire week.

			Then his grandparents had died within a month of one another, Gramps first, going peacefully in his sleep, and Nan barely three weeks later, supposedly of complications resulting from a fall, but really, as Will’s dad put it, because she didn’t want any life that didn’t contain her Henry. Will had tried to imagine loving someone so much that you couldn’t bear the thought of breathing a single breath without them, but he couldn’t make the mental leap.

			At school, he’d had his share of female attention, although the few girls he’d got as far as taking on a date had lost interest the moment they’d found out how much time he spent studying. Along the way, he’d met pretty girls, smart girls and girls who were smart, pretty and liked horses, but he’d never met anyone who made his world stand still. These days, as he scraped grease from the deep fat fryer at the Bigger Burger, he doubted he ever would.

			The death of his grandparents had been the first in a chain of events that had led him to where he was now. Next, the hardware store where his dad had worked for over thirty years had gone bankrupt. Len Greyton was a fit fifty-five with decades of managerial experience, but he could not find so much as a window-cleaning job.

			Within months the mortgage company had been sending red-letter demands and Len had no choice but to raid the college fund he’d spent years building up so that his son could one day become a vet. Will had tried his hardest to convince his dad that it didn’t matter, that there were plenty of other ways he could find to work with animals, but Len was devastated. He felt a failure. His sense of worth, already at an all-time low, continued to plummet, especially when Will was forced to quit school and take a job at the Bigger Burger to help pay bills. Depressed and anxious, Len’s health began to suffer.

			Will, who’d always felt that the very best thing about his life was having a father who was also his best friend, found it agonising to see the proud man he loved shrinking before his eyes. He kept praying for a miracle. He or his dad would get a better job and somehow, some way, everything would be all right.

			In the grubby changing room at the back of the Bigger Burger, Will clocked out and changed from his orange and blue uniform into jeans, a flannel shirt, cowboy boots and brown leather chaps. It took him ten minutes to drive from the town centre to the house of an old friend of his father.

			Shiraz was already at the field gate, waiting for him. As always, Will felt a mixture of love and guilt when he saw her. Guilt because she’d moved from a life of plenty at his grandparents’ beautiful hundred-acre farm – land that had been in his family for generations now snapped up by a corporation, with the meagre profit being swallowed by the bank and tax man – to a quarter acre of poor-quality grazing in a run-down neighbourhood on the outskirts of town. Will supplemented Shiraz’s diet with the best hay and feed he could afford, but he couldn’t do anything about her environment or the fact that she was alone.

			‘I guess you’re pining for the mountains as much as I am, aren’t you, girl?’ murmured Will as Shiraz buried her head in his chest and let out a shuddering sigh. ‘Don’t worry. We’ll have to grin and bear it for a while but some day soon I’ll build a new life for us and we’ll go adventuring again, you and I.’

			Will had no great hope that a new life would materialise in the foreseeable future, but that’s what he told himself, Shiraz and his father almost every day, in the belief that if he said it often enough he would manifest something good into their path.

			In the meantime, he had more pressing concerns, such as exercising Shiraz. Currently, he had two choices. He could either ride her through the neighbourhood until he reached a park with five miles of trails and hills or, if he rose early enough, he could do interval training with her on a local sports field. The park was the better option in terms of scenery and hills, but to get to it meant passing numerous yards packed with barking, snarling dogs, not all of which were chained or behind gates. Their owners were no better. Once Will had almost been speared by a youth trying out a new crossbow on an unfortunate crow.

			It took a lot to rattle Shiraz, but her nerves had been severely tested recently. As he saddled her that evening, Will tried to decide whether to risk running the gauntlet of the two Rhodesian Ridgebacks on Carter Street, or to ride poor, bored Shiraz around the sports field for the eighth day running. He tried to be creative and to keep the work interesting for her by experimenting with alternating interval training with natural horsemanship techniques that he spent hours reading up on or studying in online videos, but it was never going to be enough for a fit, intelligent horse like her, a horse with imagination. 

			Swinging onto her back, he rode up the driveway. He was leaning down to open the garden gate when he heard a shout. Tyler, his father’s ex-colleague, was crossing the lawn.

			‘Hey, Will, how’s it going?’

			‘Great, Tyler. You?’ Will nudged the mare through the gate as if he was in a hurry. He lived in terror that Tyler would raise the field rent, making it impossible for him to afford. What he’d do then, he dreaded to imagine.

			‘Same as everyone else around here, Will. Times are tough and the gravy train only ever seems to stop at the stations of the wealthy. How’s your dad coping?’

			Will tried to contain Shiraz as she lunged forward, desperate to be free of her suburban prison. ‘Dad’s doing great,’ he lied. ‘Everything’s good.’

			‘And the Bigger Burger?’

			Will forced a smile. ‘It’s bigger.’

			Tyler laughed. ‘They’re huge, those burgers. That Elephant should be illegal.’

			Having run out of small talk, he kicked at a tuft of grass. ‘Truth is, Will, I’ve been wanting a word with you. As you know, I’m out of a job just like your pop and looking to find dough anywhere I can. A friend of mine is starting a business growing tomatoes and my field just happens to be an exact fit for his polytunnels. If I let him have it for free, he’ll cut me in on the profits.’

			Will felt as if he’d been punched in the gut. Knowing what was coming next, he reined in Shiraz and circled back. The mare danced in protest, hooves clattering on the tarmac.

			‘I’m sorry, Will. I know this puts you in a tight spot.’

			‘How long have I got?’

			Tyler was shame-faced. ‘A week.’

			When his grandparents’ farm was put up for sale, Will had spent an entire month trying to find affordable livery for Shiraz. At one point his dad had suggested that he sell her back to the trail riding centre she had come from. Will could never recall being anything worse than mildly annoyed with the father he adored, but at this suggestion he’d blown up.

			‘Dad, you and Shiraz are my best friends,’ he’d said when he’d calmed down. ‘I’d no more get rid of her than I would you.’

			To his relief, his father had not attempted to talk him out of it. Quite the reverse. Shortly afterwards Len had dug out his address book and called everyone he knew. By the end of the day Shiraz had a home in Tyler’s field.

			Now Will had less than seven days to find someone else who would loan him a field and/or stable for the minuscule sum of money that remained after he’d paid the bills each month. The portions might have been elephantine at the Bigger Burger, but the wages certainly weren’t. Still, as he turned Shiraz towards the sports field, he made a last-ditch attempt to think positively.

			‘The best bit about hitting rock bottom, girl, is that the only way left is up. It’s impossible for things to get any worse.’
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