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Prologue

He had waited a long time for this moment. All day hanging around, some of the time in his car but most of it on the beach or at the bar across the way from the complex of holiday chalets, nursing a soft drink. That had been the worst of it, trying to fit in with the tourists around him hell-bent on chilling out. It went against his nature not to hop on the happy train with everyone else. But if he allowed himself to down a cold beer and shoot the breeze he’d lose his focus. He wasn’t here for good times. It was much more important than that.

So he’d sipped his juice, nodded to the pair of cheerful Texans who’d been trying to rope him in to their conversation, and headed back to the beach. He had a spot from where, looking over the page of his paper, he could keep an eye on the entrance to the chalets.

The problem was not that he did not see her. She was in and out on several occasions - she even came down to the beach, passing no more than twenty feet  from where he sat. But she was never on her own and, for his purposes, he had to get her away from the others. He’d hoped - naively - that she might take a walk by herself, preferably along one of the paths that branched off the road at the top of the beach. He could catch up with her there. And do what had to be done.

But she wasn’t the kind of woman who liked to slip away on her own. Someone else was always with her, which made it awkward. It was important that none of them saw him. He wore a hat and sunglasses and a loose beach shirt he’d bought down the street from where he was staying. It was not his usual apparel but he didn’t kid himself he couldn’t be easily recognised if the wrong person looked his way. Not that they would be expecting to see him.

The afternoon wore on. He quit the beach for the hillside where there was more shade and kept a lookout through his binoculars, cursing the cracked lens. But the binos had been a gift from his father - he couldn’t bear to replace them. Finally, the heat eased its intensity and the sun sank lower in the blue, blue sky. There were still stragglers on the beach but most people had packed up, heading for the many bars and restaurants of the holiday township. He himself went back to the bar where he could eyeball the entrance. Thankfully the Texans had gone and he was able to drink his iced Vanilla Thunderclap - the house speciality minus the rum - in peace.

Finally she emerged, accompanied as before. This  could go on for days, he thought. Days before he could get her to himself. But if that’s what it took, he would see it through.

She was laughing - how could she laugh like that? She looked carefree and, as ever, magnificent. Her raven-black hair hung loose to her bare, bronzed shoulders, her beautiful body wrapped in a flower-patterned sarong of turquoise, beneath which - he knew because he’d observed her late-afternoon swim - she wore a lemon-yellow bikini. She walked off up the beach road, away from the shops and holiday apartments, in the direction of the headland overlooking the beach. Despite the heels on her sandals she strode out eagerly, her hips swinging fractionally, just enough to set his senses jangling.

He followed them. What choice did he have? Watched them turn off the beach road on to the cliff path that led to the bar. He knew she’d have to come back this way and so he sat on the other side of the sea wall and pretended to observe the view. But the curving coastline and placid, millpond sea greying in the fading light did not hold his attention. His gaze was fixed to the path on the other side of the wall, fringed with palms. She’d be returning this way, her companion still glued to her side no doubt. Today looked like being a write-off. But he was prepared for that.

People came and went at intervals. A familiar figure rounded the bend ahead - one of the cheerful Texans from earlier. He looked a little the worse for  wear. Had the guy spent his entire day checking out the bars? He ducked behind the wall, out of sight. The last thing he wanted was to be hailed by some half-cut holidaymaker.

He waited till he was sure the man had gone. Then he waited some more, as the light faded to charcoal grey and the fairy lights that festooned the trees began to twinkle in the dark. He stayed where he was, a tourist wringing the last drops of enjoyment from the picture-perfect scene.

Laughter disturbed him, ringing out faintly from the beach road behind him. Maybe he was the only person on the island not sailing on a sea of rum-soaked jollity. He wondered whether to cut his losses for the day.

And then there she was. Coming towards him. The light was dim but he could see her clearly, a vision in turquoise walking towards him along the cliff path. Alone.

Finally, this was his opportunity.




Chapter One

They were short of time. Two men on an unscheduled journey to retrieve a racehorse. As the lorry barrelled down the country lane the fixings on the partitions rattled in their slots. The vehicle was doing over fifty, which maybe wasn’t wise but there weren’t any speed cameras off the main road. Anyhow, they’d be taking it easier on the way back once they’d picked up the horse.

‘Give it a bit more welly, can’t you?’ said the man with blond hair who sat in the passenger seat. The hair, abundant and glistening, was the result of regular trips to a hairstylist in Swindon. Patsy Walsh didn’t care who knew it. Little embarrassed him. ‘Think I’m a natural blond?’ was one of his regular lines to stray women. ‘Want to find out?’ Funnily enough, many did.

‘Don’t miss the entrance. It’s just round this bend.’

Steve, the lad at the wheel, shot Patsy a look that contained a hint of irritation. He knew this route backwards. But whatever his feelings, Steve kept them  to himself. Patsy might have a woman’s name and a hairdo worthy of a shampoo advert, but he wasn’t a man to pick a fight with.

Patsy noted Steve’s reaction and ignored it. He liked a bit of spunk in the lads at Latchmere Park but most of all he liked loyalty, deference and complete obedience to his word. That’s how the owner, Adrian Spring, liked it too, only he would never say so. And, since Adrian relied on Patsy to enforce his will, he didn’t need to.

They turned through a stone gateway on to a smoothly tarmacked drive in far superior condition to the public road and cruised through a small copse of winter-bare trees, ignoring signs that urged a maximum of 10mph. Ahead lay the huddle of buildings that made up the yard run by Timothy Appleby, where Adrian Spring kept several of his Flat horses.

There would soon be one horse fewer and the thought of removing Sherry Darling from Appleby’s clutches gave Patsy grim satisfaction. He’d not been in favour of Appleby getting his hands on her in the first place and he’d made his feelings known to Adrian at the time which, since he had a share in the animal, he was entitled to do. But Adrian was the majority owner, not to mention the guy who picked up the training bills, and Patsy had been overruled. He’d not lost sleep over it. He knew who buttered his bread.

But he’d been right all along. Sherry Darling had run five races for Appleby and not finished better  than fourth in any of them. It had been clear to Patsy that the horse needed a longer trip but the trainer insisted on running her in sprints. Last night had been the final straw - dead last in a six-furlong burn-up on the all-weather at Kempton Park. This time Patsy had had no opposition from Adrian and here he was, first thing on a Sunday morning, to take the horse away. And not before time.

Sunday or not, the yard was busy. As Steve stopped the lorry with a crunching halt on the freshly raked gravel, the hissing as he pulled on the air brakes earned inquisitive looks from the lads mucking out in the nearby stalls.

A burly fellow in a battered Barbour jacket was striding in their direction, shouting something. Gordon, the head lad. He had a small mouth, pink cheeks and looked decidedly cross.

Patsy sprang from the cab and faced him. He was a head taller than Gordon. In racing yards, Patsy was a head taller than most people.

‘There’s a speed limit here, you know. It’s not bloody Brands Hatch.’

Patsy shrugged. ‘We’re in a bit of hurry. Come to pick up Sherry Darling.’

Gordon stared at the horsebox which Steve was now manoeuvring up to the loading ramp.

‘No one’s told me about it.’

‘I’m telling you now. I’d be obliged if you’d get one of your lads to fetch her out.’

Gordon’s face turned redder. ‘Hang on. You can’t  just pitch up and nick one of our horses. It’s got to go through the governor.’

‘You’d better go and fetch him then.’

Gordon didn’t like being told what to do. His little mouth twitched uncertainly.

‘Get a move on,’ Patsy added. ‘Some of us have got better things to do than hang around here all day.’

He watched Gordon consider his options. For a moment, it seemed, he might tell Patsy to get lost, to take his lorry and clear off until arrangements had been made through regular channels. He was a solid barrel of a man, as densely muscled as a prop forward. If he’d been accosted by Steve or any of the other Latchmere lads he’d have dismissed them with contempt. But Patsy was not a man to be brushed off and Gordon knew it. They were old adversaries.

Gordon turned on his heel, spat on the ground and stalked off. Patsy watched him go with a grin. He was heading past the nearest row of stalls to a door in the low building of yellow brick on the far side of the yard where Appleby kept his office.

‘Come on, Steve,’ he said. ‘We’ll get Sherry ourselves if these tossers won’t help us.’

Patsy knew precisely where the horse was housed and was leading her across the yard by the time the dapper figure of Tim Appleby emerged, followed by the sour-faced Gordon.

‘Patsy, what on earth are you playing at?’

Appleby’s voice, a parade-ground tenor, reverberated around the enclosed area.

Patsy let Steve continue with the horse and turned to face the trainer.

‘Morning, Tim.’ He extended his hand.

Appleby ignored it. ‘You’ve got a flaming nerve.’ He was a man in his fifties, ex-army - it was known he’d served in the Falklands - and accustomed to command. ‘Put that horse back at once.’

Steve’s step faltered but Patsy called out, ‘Carry on, Steve,’ and the lad obeyed.

Normally a cool customer, Appleby was glaring with fury. ‘On whose authority are you taking that horse? This is tantamount to theft.’

‘Don’t be daft, Tim. As you well know, I’m joint owner of Sherry Darling and quite within my rights to remove her. Considering what a hash-up you’ve made of looking after her you’ve been bloody lucky to be earning fees off her for the past six months.’

‘Now hang on a minute.’ Appleby’s tone shifted from the indignant to the unfairly maligned. ‘No one is more disappointed than I am that she didn’t run well last night. It’s a setback, I agree, and maybe she does need a longer trip, but—’

‘It’s too late. You’ve had your chance and Adrian’s patience has just run out.’

Appleby looked startled. ‘Are you saying that Adrian has sent you here to start throwing your weight around?’

Appleby and Spring were golf buddies from way back, which explained Spring’s patronage. In Patsy’s opinion, it had gone on long enough.

‘I can’t believe,’ continued the trainer, working himself back up into a lather, ‘that Adrian would approve of this loutish behaviour. Did no one ever teach you any manners in that bog you come from?’

Patsy gave him a weary look. ‘Insulting a man’s nationality is no way to resolve a dispute, Tim.’ He took a phone from his pocket and pressed Adrian’s number on speed dial. ‘Perhaps you should have a word with Adrian yourself.’ He held out the phone.

Appleby snatched it from his hand without a word and held it to his ear. ‘Adrian? Look, I’ve got your man Walsh in my yard. What the hell is going on?’

As he stepped a few yards off to conduct the conversation, Patsy amused himself by smiling pleasantly at Gordon. What a bunch of wankers they were in this set-up. Self-important windbags the whole lot. They boasted about their big winners but there were nearly two hundred expensive horses here. It would be impossible not to have winners with that amount of ammunition. However, give them an animal with a bit of temperament or one that needed imaginative handling and they were lost. They didn’t have a clue.

He couldn’t hear the other side of Appleby’s conversation but he could see the effect it was having on the trainer. Acceptance of the inevitable was written on his face. Occasionally he started to utter excuses for the horse’s poor form and his long-term strategy for the future but he was not allowed to elaborate. Once he’d made up his mind, Adrian was very good at chopping down dead wood. You couldn’t  present him with any proposal that wasn’t well thought through.

Patsy had spent a deal of time thinking through the proposal he himself had made to Adrian the night before, after Sherry Darling’s last failure. He’d not travelled to Kempton - why go to the trouble when he knew it would only add to the frustration? He’d watched in a betting shop and seen quite enough to know that this time Adrian had to listen to him. And to be fair, he’d raised no objections.

‘OK, Patsy. Do what you want. Tim’s blown it. I suppose you’re going to say I should have listened to you in the first place.’

Patsy had refrained from rubbing it in but, as they both well knew, he could have done.

Now Appleby rallied as the call came to an end. ‘Sure thing, mate. I’ll dust off my clubs and we’ll make a date. Give my love to Christine.’

His voice was cheerful enough but there was cold dislike in his face as he put the phone back in Patsy’s hand.

‘There’s fees for the quarter owing,’ he said. ‘Considering we’ve had no notice, I think they should be paid in full.’

Patsy withdrew a slip of paper from his breast pocket, a cheque made out to Appleby and signed by Adrian Spring.

‘If you fetch the account while I’m sorting the horse then I can settle up before we go. I suppose I can spare another couple of minutes.’

He almost laughed out loud as he regarded the expression of distaste on the trainer’s face. But he didn’t tell Patsy to sod off. He’d seen the cheque and he wanted the money.

Steve had the engine idling, the horse stowed safely in the back, when Gordon lumbered up and shoved the bill wordlessly through the open window of the cab. Patsy gave it a jaundiced look and filled in the amount on the cheque.

‘Tell Mr Appleby,’ he said as he handed it over, ‘that he’s lucky Mr Spring is a generous man. Considering what a crap job you’ve done, I reckon you’re bloody lucky to get a penny.’

‘Jesus, Patsy,’ Steve grumbled as he drove the box back down the drive, this time at a sedate pace, ‘you really know how to make friends, don’t you? Gordon’s never going to buy me another pint after that.’

‘Course he will. Tell him if he doesn’t I’ll come round and pull his head off.’ And then he laughed half the way back to Latchmere.

Steve did not join in.

 



The sight of her new home lifted Tara’s weary heart. Even though she’d not been driving, the three-hour car journey from Manchester had been tedious and she’d hardly slept for days - the anxiety of her departure had seen to that. But suddenly she was invigorated. Even on this dreary January morning, it was as if a shaft of sunlight had burst through the cloud.

Danny had stopped the car at the top of the lane and pointed to the white-walled building below, visible through the gap in the high hedge. ‘How do you like it?’

Tara thought she’d never seen such a cute English country cottage this side of a chocolate box.

‘That’s where you live?’ she said.

‘That’s where we live,’ he corrected her. His smile faltered as he looked at her. ‘You don’t like it?’

‘Oh no, Danny.’ She reached for his hand and squeezed, returning the beam of contentment to his face - at least one of them was easy to please. ‘It’s fantastic. I just wasn’t expecting anything so lovely.’

And it was indeed lovely. They parked by the gate and Tara took in the immaculate front garden with its freshly tended rose beds and neat gravelled path. She could possibly have done without the stone hedgehog by the porch but she was not here to criticise anyone’s taste. She heard a whisper of running water - the path by the lawn to the left of the building must lead down to the river. In high summer with the roses in bloom this would be idyllic. She wondered where she would be when that time came.

Danny was hauling her bags from the boot. She tried to help him but he waved her away.

‘You’ve hardly got anything,’ he said.

That was true. Her luggage consisted of one suitcase, a large squashy holdall, a box of books - and the black leather handbag she’d clutched the entire journey, which contained £4,250 in cash zipped into  the middle pocket, all she’d held in her current account plus the proceeds from the sale of her Peugeot. From now on, she wouldn’t be using her debit or credit cards and she’d be entirely dependent on Danny for transport. It was going to be strange.

He opened the door and dumped the cases inside. Then turned to her with a look of intent, one arm snaking round her back, the other reaching behind her knees as he bent—

‘No, Danny!’ she squealed as he hoisted her into the air. ‘Put me down, you idiot.’

‘Why?’ He held her weight easily but that was no surprise. Like all jump jockeys, Danny had tremendous upper body strength. ‘Why can’t I carry you over the threshold?’

‘Because we’re not married. It’s bad luck if you’re not married.’

‘Rubbish.’ His grinning face was inches from hers, his eyes gleaming.

‘It’s bad luck to me. Put me down.’ She pressed her lips to his cheek. ‘Please, lovely Danny.’

He set her down gently. She knew how to get her way.

She drew his arm round her waist as he ushered her through the doorway ahead of him. It was important not to forget his feelings in the turmoil of her own. He was a good, sweet man and without him right now she’d be doomed.

Inside, the cottage held no trace of the dampness she’d been expecting. The downstairs front rooms were snug and cosy and the big kitchen held an Aga  and a dining table and two Welsh dressers, not to mention all kinds of up-to-the-minute appliances, most of which, Tara could see at a glance, had barely been used.

She reflected that there might be worse things to do with her new life than turn into a homebody.

Danny didn’t linger downstairs and, though the motorway coffee seemed hours off, she didn’t feel enough at ease to put the kettle on herself. So she allowed him to lead her upstairs where there was a nicely kitted-out study with a computer and games console, a small exercise room with weights and a rowing machine, a large comfortable bathroom, and a bedroom with a view down to the river.

Danny put her suitcase down by the fitted wardrobe which ran the length of one wall. Its mirrored doors reflected the view through the opposite window of bare trees and a winter sky the colour of an old bruise. Here, inside, it was warm. The bed in the centre of the room was large and welcoming.

‘Well,’ he said. ‘What do you think?’

She thought a lot that she couldn’t say, but there was one thing she had to ask him.

‘Is this where you were going to live with Kirsty?’

His happy face clouded over. Kirsty - the girl he’d been going to marry. Her own best friend. Murdered.

The ghost in their lives that had brought them together.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Adrian had it done up for us as a wedding present. Kirsty told him what she wanted.’

That explained why it was so luxurious.

‘Does that matter?’ he asked.

‘No.’ How could it? Kirsty had been dead for a year and a half - nearly. Life went on.

He looked relieved. ‘And you like it?’

‘It’s gorgeous, Danny.’

He slipped his arm cautiously round her shoulders. ‘I hope you’ll be happy here with me, Tara.’

‘Of course I will.’ She forced the smile back on to her face.

As he kissed her, he shuffled her backwards towards the bed. She didn’t object as he toppled her on to the soft counterpane. In the circumstances, how could she?

 



 



Adrian Spring slipped his mobile phone back into the pocket of the lightweight zip-up jacket he wore for his Sunday-morning run through the woods of Latchmere Park. He treasured the moments he spent on his regular exercise - he tried to get out most mornings - but it was hard to be parted from his phone. Even ten minutes out of touch could mean that some fool in his employment would make a wrong decision.

Fool, however, was not a description he would ever apply to Patsy Walsh. At least not now. Ten years ago, when Adrian was still working full time in the advertising business and just dipping his toes into the world of horse breeding, Patsy had waylaid him on a visit to Christine Clark’s yard. All he knew about Patsy was that he was related in some fashion to the  trainer. He was a raw-boned lad, far too big to be a rider, who probably owed his place on the stable staff to the family connection. Adrian owned a couple of jump horses under his future wife’s care.

Patsy had bent his ear about a horse, a small grey mare owned and trained by a local farmer. ‘Believe me, Mr Spring, she’s quick, like her mother - comes from good stock. Old Gilligan’s got to raise some money fast, that’s the only reason he’ll let her go. I’m thinking you could race her for a couple of seasons and then breed from her. If I’ve heard right, that’s the kind of thing you’re interested in, isn’t it?’

Adrian had been duly cynical of this pitch but Christine had vouched for Patsy. ‘He’s a bit of a rogue but he’s the smartest lad in the yard. He’s Dermot’s stepbrother and their dad breeds a few horses over in Ireland, so he knows what he’s on about.’

Dermot was Christine’s late husband, a roistering Kerry man who’d been too fond of the bottle.

At the time Adrian was in the process of selling his business for £85 million and so the £12,000 the farmer asked for the mare appeared little more than spare change and worth a punt. But it had turned out to be more than a casual speculation. Miss Brown had won three Group races for Adrian on the Flat, after which he’d retired her to stud where she’d produced a string of talented colts. She was still a valued member of the Latchmere Stud, with her offspring commanding impressive prices at the sales. Adrian had never sat down to work it out, but over the years his initial  outlay of a few thousand must have earned him close on a million.

The story of Miss Brown was, for once, win-win all the way down the line. Apart from the obvious, it had illustrated to Adrian that Patsy Walsh was more than just a pretty face and since then the two of them had forged a working relationship that was of more value to him than all the riches accruing from Miss Brown. And he’d made sure that Patsy had reaped the benefit from this and every other venture they had been jointly involved in, though Patsy, being a smart fellow, had never been slow to look out for number one. Adrian had noticed, the day after Patsy had brokered the deal for Miss Brown from farmer Gilligan, that he had swapped his dodgy old Mini for a three-year-old Nissan that started at the first twist of a key. Adrian had no doubt that this was due to a ‘drink’ the Irishman had extracted for the sale and he didn’t begrudge it. In his experience, self-interest was a powerful motive in an employee; he just had to ensure that their aims were mutual.

The knock-on benefits of Miss Brown had also extended to Adrian’s love life, adding to the bond that was developing between himself and Christine. At the time he’d been a workaholic with no time for significant commitments outside the office. His appetite for women had been strictly fast food, with a taste for leggy brunettes. The succession of slinky companions whom he squired around town barely counted compared to the all-consuming complexity of his business  life. It had been that way ever since he’d told his father to stick his hopes of seeing his only son become the first Spring to go to university and talked his way into a Soho ad agency instead. He’d not spent long toiling amongst the office pond life. By the age of twenty-one - the age when he might have been graduating from some no-account redbrick uni with a wanky arts degree, as he put it to his father - he’d been running ad campaigns for multinationals, overseeing television shoots with agency-busting budgets and pulling in a top salary. But Adrian wasn’t a salary man at heart. By his mid-twenties, he’d teamed up with a couple of smart creatives and sweet-talked backers into launching his own agency. The day his father put money into the business was the best of his life to that point. And the business itself - winning over clients, making memorable campaigns, acquiring other companies, kicking the shit out of the competition - was his all-consuming obsession. No woman could compete with the buzz of that kind of endeavour. The girls came and went, leaving no lasting impression, all of them transient no matter how hard they tried to become permanent fixtures.

It was a long time before the thrill of his company’s success began to pall and when it did the signs came from an unlikely quarter. Adrian had forced himself to take an interest in horseracing when he was wooing a telecoms billionaire who’d dragged him along to the Cheltenham Festival. By the time four hilarious and exhilarating days were over, Adrian  found he’d agreed to buy a horse himself from his friend’s trainer, an attractive dark-haired mother of two who owned a small yard in Lambourn. He’d heard she was tough, a widow who had survived marriage to an alcoholic with a temper. He saw for himself that beneath the long-limbed elegance there was steel and the strength to manage an unruly horse, or haul a belligerent drunk up the stairs to bed. As it turned out, Christine Clark was only the part-owner of Latchmere stables. Half of the interest in the yard had passed into the hands of the bank, thanks to her thirsty husband who had spent the money acquiring the diseased liver that had sent him to his grave before his fortieth birthday.

At first it had just been his horse, Spring-heeled Jack - he’d not resisted the pun - that had captivated Adrian’s attention. Jack had been a game stayer, never happier than when battling over obstacles on bottomless ground. When Adrian realised that watching his horse come a game third on a foul and muddy day amongst the brollies and bacon-butty smells of Fontwell Park gave him more of a thrill than any boardroom victory, he knew his advertising days were numbered.

If he played his cards right Adrian realised he could walk away with enough money to keep him in clover for the rest of his life. But - to do what? At the time he wasn’t yet forty - the same age that Christine’s husband had met his undignified and painful end. The irony wasn’t lost on him.

He knew that once he retreated from advertising he would lose half his acquaintances at a stroke. He had good friends, colleagues he’d fought with and against over the years; he wouldn’t lose them entirely but there would be an unavoidable slackening of bonds. What drove their lives and took up their time would no longer have a claim on his. Once he was no longer a player he wouldn’t be of much interest to those still in the game.

He had no family to speak of in England, beyond a few distant cousins. Both his parents were gone and Rachel, his only sibling, had put down roots in Israel. He saw her and his nephews twice a year at most. And, of course, he had no children of his own.

The bottom line was that he had time, energy and money to make another way of life, if only he knew what it should be.

For such an inveterate planner it was strange the way he let the horse business take over. He found himself spending time at race meetings and in Christine Clark’s yard. He bought a couple more horses and began researching the breeding side of the business. At first it was the money that caught his attention - the vast sums that could be won and lost dealing in bloodlines - but to get into any business he knew you had to understand the hands-on basics. And the hands-on basics here were a pregnant mare and a quivering newborn bundle of horseflesh tottering around a stall in the middle of the night.

He witnessed his first birth at the Latchmere yard  by Christine’s side, having made her promise to call him once she thought her mare was due, whatever the hour. He’d driven down from London at three in the morning and made it just in time. She’d been pleased to see him - at least, he hoped she had been. She wasn’t a woman who was easily impressed. Neither his Bentley nor his Porsche had drawn a comment from her and his Christmas gift of diamond circlet earrings from Tiffany had been met with a simple, ‘That’s very generous,’ and he had yet to see her wear them.

In the early morning, though, with the foal safely delivered after a three-hour labour, Christine’s cool façade finally began to melt. She leaned back against Adrian’s body and for a moment he thought she was going to fall. He held her up, his arms round her waist, his face in her dishevelled mop of dark hair.

‘You must be dead on your feet,’ he said. She’d been up all night.

‘It’s just the relief,’ she said. ‘I’ll be fine in a moment.’

They stood in silence, Adrian savouring the weight of her. She smelled of hay and blood and horses with, somewhere in the distance, a note of citron, her customary perfume. In front of them the new mother set to with her tongue to clean her foal, who was all legs and matted hair. Adrian knew he would never forget this moment.

Christine turned languidly in his arms to face him.  Her eyes, deep-set and unreadable in the dim light, were just a couple of inches lower than his. He could feel the knots in her spine beneath the wool of her sweater. Her face was lined with fatigue.

‘Thank you,’ she said.

‘What for?’ All he’d done was make her cups of tea in the office across the courtyard.

‘It helped,’ she said. ‘You being here.’

He didn’t reply. The whole scenario was alien to the life he had lived - the bucolic birth, the smell of horse shit, the unglamorous woman in his arms. But it all added up to something. It was real. He wasn’t going to make a bloody commercial out of this.

The moment was broken by the noisy arrival of Stephanie, Christine’s eleven- year-old daughter, eager for news. ‘Oh wow,’ she squealed at the sight of the foal.

But what stuck in Adrian’s mind was the way Christine sprang from his arms at Stephanie’s arrival, as if she had something to hide. He realised then that maybe his attempts to burrow beneath the woman’s cool exterior were having some effect after all. Which, in the event, had proved to be the case.

Six months later they were married, Adrian had paid off the bank loan on the yard and bought the next-door farm where he was in the business of establishing his own stud. Along with a wife, he had acquired a National Hunt trainer, two stepchildren and an entirely new way of life. At the time he had thought it the best takeover of his career.

From his jacket came the summons of his phone. He pulled it from his pocket. Christine.

‘I’m just checking you’ll be here for lunch.’

‘Lunch?’

‘Danny’s bringing Tara. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten.’

Of course he hadn’t forgotten - he never forgot anything, as Christine well knew. But she was anxious about the occasion, with Danny showing off this girl who’d just moved in with him. The girl who was taking Kirsty’s place.

He’d not met Tara yet. When, recently, Danny had brought her to the yard, taken her racing and teamed up with Christine and Stephanie for a get-to-know-you session in the pub, Adrian had been elsewhere. It hadn’t been entirely accidental. He wasn’t sure he wanted to encounter Kirsty’s replacement.

But there was no way out of it today unless he was prepared to cause a major rift in the family. Not that he was afraid of that. His marriage to Christine was a business arrangement as much as anything else - one she had been more than happy to embrace.

He’d proposed to her in Paris - it had been the furthest he could persuade her to travel for a night from the yard and the kids. He’d made it as romantic as he could: an old-fashioned Left Bank hotel, a restaurant free of tourists with unbelievable food and a walk by the Seine at midnight on a balmy May evening. He’d proposed to her on the narrow Pont de l’Archevêché in the shadow of Notre-Dame.

When he’d said, ‘Will you marry me?’ she’d replied, ‘How would that work exactly?’ So he’d told her what his money could do for her and the children and for Latchmere Park. He told her he loved her too, and that he wanted to point his life in a new direction - if she’d lead him there.

‘OK,’ she’d said. ‘I conditionally accept.’

He’d laughed. He had his arm round her waist as they looked down at the black waters of the river. ‘That’s not the most romantic response, Christine.’

‘It wasn’t the most romantic proposal.’

He thought he’d tried but he didn’t argue the point. ‘What conditions?’

‘The training yard stays in my name. I built it from nothing and it stands or falls on my ability. If you want to bale me out with the bank, I’d be delighted but that doesn’t give you a say in the yard. Not that I won’t be happy to listen to my husband’s opinion.’

‘Is that it?’

‘One more thing.’ She turned her face to his. Her pale, handsome features were grave, set in stone. ‘You have to promise you’ll love my children as much as any of your own.’

The words took him by surprise. Then he took in their implications.

‘Do you want us to have kids?’ he said.

‘Do you?’

He’d not thought about the matter, not in any specific sense, though he’d always assumed that one  day he would be a dad. Maybe that day was closer than he’d thought.

‘Yes,’ he’d replied. ‘Let’s give it a try. But whatever happens I promise to be the best stepfather I can.’

Her eyes had lit up. Her lips were no longer stony. He kissed them to seal the deal. And he had been a good stepfather. It was just a pity that they’d never managed to have children after all. It lay between them like promise unfulfilled.

But he didn’t like to think about what might have been. There was a lot to be said for seeing marriage as a contract. Although it was not possible to keep emotion off the page entirely. He might not want to meet Tara but he could hardly throw her off his land in a fit of emotional revulsion. Just because she wasn’t Kirsty.

‘Don’t worry,’ he said into the phone. ‘I’ll be there in my best bib and tucker.’

‘Thanks, Adrian. Sorry to nag.’ There was relief in Christine’s tone.

‘That’s all right, darling.’ He used the endearment deliberately. ‘I’m looking forward to it immensely.’

He sounded sincere but, an adman all his working life, he’d always been a bloody good liar.

 



Tara stirred and pushed the bedclothes from her face. It took her a second or two to recognise her surroundings - the thick cream carpet, the pale apricot drapes framing a view of fields and sky. She was in bed at Danny’s cottage with Danny’s arms wrapped round  her and his breath warm against her ear. She wondered if he’d lain here with Kirsty just like this, the covers pulled snugly over their half-naked bodies after they’d made love on the counterpane. If making love was an accurate description of what they’d just done.

On Danny’s part it undoubtedly was. He’d always liked her, from the moment Kirsty had introduced her to him as ‘my best friend in the entire world’. They’d met up on their own once or twice, mostly to discuss the upcoming wedding in which Tara had reluctantly agreed to be the maid of honour. On one occasion, after an evening in a wine bar, Danny had even spent the night on her sofa in Manchester. And never, in that honeyed period before Kirsty had been killed, had he cast a lustful glance in her direction. He’d been in love with one woman and others didn’t interest him - which was how it should be.

And after Kirsty’s death, that’s how it had remained. There had been long middle-of-the-night conversations and the occasional meeting when they’d pooled their distress. Good friends with the same bleeding wound, that’s how she saw it. They’d needed each other to lean on, him more than her, which she understood. After six months she’d tried introducing him to other girls, just to cheer him up. But he’d told her to stop it, he’d find his own women when he was ready and that having her to talk to was more important than any meaningless fling. She’d been impressed by that.

Then her own world fell apart and she’d needed a way out. The only escape route she could see was the one that she had just taken - and she’d done it by deceiving her closest friend.

But when a bruiser the size of a house has shown you the vial of acid he will use to melt your face, it drives all thoughts of loyalty out of your head. Sheer terror had kept her from telling Danny the truth.

She knew she wasn’t just in danger herself. Danny had invited her into the centre of his life. Latchmere Park was hearth and home and his working world, inhabited by his family and closest colleagues. They would be at risk too.

It had been easy to change the nature of their relations. She’d never counted herself as much of an actress but it wasn’t hard to think of Danny as a suitor, to turn the regular confessional dinner into an occasion with a hint of promise in the air. They’d both run out of dissecting the past anyway. She allowed one thing to lead to another and soon overnight accommodation for Danny was no longer her lumpy old sofa.

It was barely six weeks since she’d rerouted him into her bedroom. She’d made herself pretty tipsy to get over her nerves, to help with the subterfuge or maybe just anaesthetise herself. If she hadn’t still been shell-shocked by the catastrophe of her affair with Tom she doubted she could have gone through with it. As it was, she’d felt neither pain nor pleasure, just - as Danny looked tenderly at her the next morning - an overwhelming sense of guilt.

She was getting used to the guilt now, even with the additional burden of lying here in the bed her best friend had once shared with the same man. But she could cope with that - Kirsty would have understood and the dead have no choice but to be forgiving. She wasn’t so sure about the living, however. Danny had fallen for her like a lost soul clutching at salvation and she couldn’t bear the thought of hurting him. Maybe, in time, she would be able to love him as he deserved. Maybe this - the new life in the country, the perfect cottage, the handsome man at her beck and call - would be the solution to all her problems.

‘I’m getting to like it,’ Danny murmured into her ear.

She chuckled. ‘I thought you always liked it.’ It was the kind of things lovers said.

‘Not that. Your hair. It shows off your gorgeous neck.’

Her hair. She hadn’t thought the new haircut - the drastic shearing, as it had turned out - would be so hard for him to take. To be fair, she hadn’t considered his reaction at all when she’d got Sharon to set to work.

‘You sure about this?’ Sharon had said as she stood over her, scissors in hand. ‘It’s a bloody long time since I did more than give anyone a quick trim. And you’ve got such lovely hair.’

‘I’m sure,’ she’d said. ‘I’m fed up with having it long. New life, new look, that’s what I want.’

‘But . . .’ Her landlady had still hesitated. ‘Won’t your  folks want to see you with your old look? My mam would have gone bananas if I’d massacred my hair.’

Tara had told Sharon she was going back to Ireland to live. ‘At least I won’t have to deal with the psychos who live in this dump,’ she’d said.

That, at least, had been true. She couldn’t let on to Sharon where she was really going.

To have done the job properly, and that had been her original intention, she’d have got Sharon to dye her hair as well as cut it. But the ragged crop looked so radical - reframing her face, the thick honey-blond hair standing up in spikes across the crown of her head - that she thought it might be good enough. Face it, if Tom came after her himself, no amount of hair colouring would disguise her. That bastard knew every inch of her body.

So Danny’s reaction had not been uppermost in her mind. The poor man. Little did he know what a bad deal he was holding in his arms.

He was breathing softly into her ear, teasing her lobe gently between his teeth - the way hungry lovers did.

‘I ought to unpack,’ she said.

‘No,’ he said. ‘Later.’

‘But shouldn’t we be getting ready? We’ve got lunch at the farm.’

‘That’s not for ages.’ His hand found her breast.

She turned in the circle of his arms and studied his expression. Would he look as happy as this if he knew the truth?

She could tell him now. Come completely clean about Tom and the trial and Benny Bridges who would peel the skin from her flesh with a penknife if she did not retract her statement.

And Danny might put her bags back in the car and drive her far from the warm and welcoming sanctuary of Latchmere Park. Get rid of the ticking bomb before it blew up in his face.

She considered telling him the truth. But she didn’t have the guts to take the risk.




Chapter Two

The wind gusted into Rick’s body, whipping flecks of rain into his eyes. He ducked the peak of his riding hat into the breeze and his mount shuffled unhappily. Maybe this wasn’t the best weather to be giving a first jumping lesson to a couple of four-year-olds. The clouds were moving in from the west, blotting from view the ridges of the Cambrian Mountains. A deluge was on its way.

‘Come on, Rick.’ Hugh’s voice rang out above the wind as he set off at a steady canter up the side of the field. Hugh’s horse Gingerbread looked a sight more eager than the one Rick was now digging in the belly with his boots, just to get him going, but that was no surprise. Treacle Toffee was a lazy sod. All the talent in the world but bone idle. Rick didn’t mind riding lazy horses so long as they made the effort when pushed, which in five runs on the Flat was something Treacle Toffee had never done. Still, jumping might be just what he needed to give him an interest.

The two horses had done plenty of schooling as youngsters on the stud before Hugh had sent the pair away to be trained. Not that he had ever planned on racing them but the two were jinxed when it came to sales time - as if they were never meant to be owned by anyone else. As yearlings they had missed out on a new home, through injury in the case of Gingerbread and failure to reach a decent reserve in the case of Treacle Toffee. Then at the end of their second season of racing, having recovered barely half of their training fees in prize money, they had been set for the horses-in-training sale, only for them both to get ringworm. So here they were on a filthy wet Sunday morning in January, taking the first steps on a new career as jumpers.

Rick had spent the last year living with Hugh and his family, helping out with the horses at Hugh’s modest stud. It was a far cry from the big racing enterprises Rick had been involved with when he was trying seriously to make it as a jockey. That had been before his sister’s death. In reality, Hugh and his wife Gwen had been grief counsellors as much as employers. They were terrific people. Horses were at the heart of their lives, and no matter what went wrong, they never faltered in their enthusiasm. If ever a couple deserved a decent horse it was them, but to date they had had little to show for years of effort.

Hugh and Rick cantered around the field a couple of times to get the horses warmed up and then took them in to show them the first flight of hurdles. The  obstacles were laid out in the field in lines of three some eighty yards apart. There were three different sizes, all with large white plastic wings on either side to help prevent the horses from running out.

‘Come on, you leery bollocks.’ Rick had to give Treacle Toffee a gentle slap down the shoulder to make him walk up close to the hurdle. Rick could feel the animal’s heart pounding in his chest as he took him close enough to sniff the top rail, but once he realised the hurdle wasn’t going to jump up and bite him he seemed to relax. Treacle Toffee was well bred but his career to date was one of unfulfilled promise, reluctant to show the speed he possessed on the familiar gallops of home. Now his Flat career was over; did he have what it took to become a jumper?

That was what they were here to find out.

Meanwhile Gingerbread was taking it all in his stride, as if he had schooled a hundred times before. The baby hurdles were only about eighteen inches from the turf to the top of the padded rail. The idea was to get the horses jumping and enjoying themselves. Gaining confidence. Once they were happy over the babies, then they could move to the next size up before taking on the regulation-height hurdles which measured an inch over three feet.

‘Are you ready?’ Hugh said as he wheeled Gingerbread round. ‘We’ll sit upsides nice and sensible, you keep on my left because he is less likely to run out there.’ Rick did as he was told. He might have been the race rider with most experience, but Hugh knew these  horses inside out. If truth be told, he couldn’t wait to be jumping again, even on this modest scale.

The pair turned and trotted back fifty yards before turning in to face the line of baby hurdles. Treacle Toffee was now keen to get going and Rick had to talk to him to keep him settled. For one moment Rick felt him move to run out to his left. Luckily he was riding with a good length of leather and a firm squeeze with his left leg got him straightened up.

The two horses took off simultaneously. Treacle Toffee sprang into the air as if he was expecting the hurdle to jump up and grab him. By the time he landed, Hugh and Gingerbread were twenty yards in front. Hugh steadied up and waited for Rick to get upsides again.

‘OK?’

‘He’s fine - just a bit windy.’ By the time Rick had replied, the next hurdle was upon them. He gave Treacle Toffee a good kick in the belly to make him jump forward and this time when he landed he was almost upsides Gingerbread who, Hugh was proudly informing him, felt a complete natural. Rick could feel Treacle Toffee’s confidence growing as he powered across the wet turf towards the last flight. This time the horse couldn’t wait to jump. His stride quickened and he took off and landed running like a veteran.
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