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    Prologue

  




  

    5 November, 2001

  




  

     


  




  

    While he waited, Malcolm Priest watched the fireworks from the top of the hill. It seemed an appropriate activity. He had more than time to kill tonight. The thought amused him. If ever there were a good night to plot murder and arson it was surely November the fifth.

  




  

    He had parked in a lay-by popular with dog-walkers, ramblers and courting couples, though on this bitter night he had it to himself. On a clear day you could admire Pendle Hill and the Lancashire Fells to the west. More to the point you could look directly down into the village of Staithley laid out at your feet. It was a pretty place, if you ignored the petrol station on the road leading north and the video store thirty yards up from the church. In the lanes behind the High Street stood substantial suburban dwellings with luxury cars in the driveways, and spacious gardens where the bonfires now dwindled and the occasional banger still popped.

  




  

    Malcolm had no interest in the fancy houses. His eye was on a small cottage with a tatty thatched roof at the end of the lane behind the church. Through his new binoculars - a recent present to himself after he’d lost sight of a grey filly in the mist at Ripon - he had a good view of the front of the cottage. A light had just been switched on upstairs - in the bedroom, he guessed. Nearly time to go. Thank God for that. He was getting stiff after sitting still for so long. A hot drink wouldn’t go amiss. He found a stick of chewing gum in the glove compartment and folded it into his mouth.

  




  

    More lights came on upstairs. He had a brief glimpse of a figure at the window - blonde hair, scarlet sweater - then the curtains were drawn. Mandy was going to bed. Soon to be joined, no doubt, by her boyfriend Pete - the slimeball who’d shaken him down for the money.

  




  

    Go on, you dozy twerp, get upstairs and give her one.

  




  

    But the light remained on downstairs. Druggies weren’t renowned for their high sex-drive, Malcolm reflected. In which case it was a mystery why Mandy had fallen for Pete. During his own short fling with the stable girl, Mandy had been a fast little filly in every respect.

  




  

    Malcolm got out of the car and stretched his limbs. The night was crisp, the stars brilliant in the black velvet sky. He took a deep breath and held the air in his lungs, then slowly exhaled. He had to keep his excitement under control.

  




  

    It was a ten-minute walk down the road to the cottage below. Time to get cracking.

  




  

     


  




  

    The cottage was barely visible from the lane, so overgrown was the hedge that bordered the front garden. Malcolm pushed boldly through the squeaking gate and strode up the bumpy gravel path. He wasn’t bothered if his approach was overheard.

  




  

    A light still shone from the downstairs window, spilling onto the unweeded flowerbed through a gap in the curtains. Malcolm peered through the crack. He could make out a shabby chintz sofa and a pair of legs - scuffed denims, bony black-stockinged feet - resting on a low-slung coffee-table.

  




  

    Malcolm tapped on the window. There was no response from the figure on the sofa, just a muffled burst of studio jollity from a hidden television. He tapped louder.

  




  

    The legs slid off the table and the figure leant forward, head turned towards the window. Lank chin-length hair framed a long pale face. Pete.

  




  

    Malcolm moved back from the circle of light falling from the window as the curtains were pulled to one side. ‘Who’s that?’ called Pete over the sound of the TV show.

  




  

    Now he had Pete’s attention Malcolm stepped into the porch and rapped on the front door. Eventually there were noises from inside, the sound of footsteps scuffling in the hall. The door opened uncertainly. Just six inches - but that was all Malcolm needed.

  




  

    ‘Yeah?’

  




  

    Malcolm shouldered through the gap, his fourteen stone of muscular bulk wedging the door wide. One gloved hand seized Pete’s scrawny throat, pinning him against the wall.

  




  

    ‘Sorry to barge in on you like this,’ said Malcolm softly, leaning on Pete so he hadn’t room to swing a fist or kick out. With his free hand he shut the door behind him. He was in and there was no going back now.

  




  

    ‘Jesus, Malcolm,’ the other man spluttered as Malcolm relaxed his grip. ‘What the hell do you think you’re playing at?’

  




  

    Just the sound of his plummy voice irritated Malcolm. It reminded him of a boy at school, an arrogant little smartarse whose leg he’d enjoyed breaking in a rugger scrum. Even if Pete hadn’t blackmailed him to the tune of thirty grand, Malcolm would have relished hurting him.

  




  

    But not just yet.

  




  

    ‘Listen - is Mandy upstairs?’

  




  

    Pete nodded.

  




  

    Their heads were so close it was a moment of intimacy. Pete’s hair was in his face. It smelt of tobacco.

  




  

    ‘Best if we don’t disturb her, eh? We’ll have a little talk in your front room.’

  




  

    Pete stared into his eyes, unseeing. It struck Malcolm that he was scared witless. He had reason, after all.

  




  

    ‘Don’t worry,’ he said soothingly. ‘A short chat. Clear up one or two things.’

  




  

    ‘Then you’ll just go?’

  




  

    What a weight of meaning there was in that one word ‘just’.

  




  

    Malcolm smiled pleasantly. ‘Sure.’

  




  

    Pete looked doubtful - he wasn’t a fool after all - but he led the way into the front room.

  




  

    It was a scruffy tip, stuffy from the heat of the open fire glowing in the hearth.

  




  

    Malcolm shut the door behind him and hit Pete in the pit of the stomach with all his weight. The thin man doubled over onto the floor clutching himself, jerking his knees up into his chest. He was too winded to cry out.

  




  

    Malcolm yanked the TV plug out of the wall. Bloody irritating racket. Pete was starting to whinge, breath rattling in his throat as he took in pathetic little gulps of air. It didn’t sound good. Being an A-class doper his lungs were probably buggered.

  




  

    The big man took careful aim and kicked the twitching figure just below the buttocks, in the unprotected vee of his bony thighs. Pete writhed in pain, trying to scuttle, crab-like, across the floor and away from his assailant. His squeals could be heard now, a high-pitched keening like an animal in pain. It was pathetic.

  




  

    Shrugging off his coat - it was bloody hot work - but retaining his gloves, Malcolm took out the cord he’d brought with him. It would have been amusing to boot Pete some more but he had a plan and intended to stick to it.

  




  

    The door opened as he was tying the last knot.

  




  

    ‘Pete?’

  




  

    He’d not seen Mandy for two years and the change in her was marked. Her buxom glow had faded. Her cotton nightdress revealed skinny legs. He remembered them hooked around his waist once as he’d had her in an empty stall, her thighs strong yet butter-soft. Not any more.

  




  

    ‘Hello, Mandy.’

  




  

    She stared at him, surprise and alarm in her pale grey eyes. Then she saw Pete, trussed up on the floor, and ran for it.

  




  

    Malcolm caught her before she could get out of the front door, grabbing her squirming frame from behind. He clapped a hand over her mouth to stop her screaming. She bit him, her teeth sharp even through the thin leather of the glove. He slammed her head against the wall, catching the edge of a framed poster and knocking it to the floor. He could see her pupils contract in pain as he yanked her round to face him.

  




  

    ‘Shut up or I’ll really hurt you,’ he hissed.

  




  

    She glared at him. There was more fight in her than in that useless streak of piss lying next door. But she nodded her head - she’d be quiet. He took his hand from her mouth slowly. He didn’t trust her an inch.

  




  

    ‘Inside,’ he ordered.

  




  

    Pete lay just as he’d left him, snivelling into the threadbare rug. Mandy dropped to her knees beside him and cradled his head.

  




  

    ‘You didn’t have to hurt him, you bastard.’

  




  

    Malcolm ignored the remark. Given the circumstances he’d been rather lenient. Not that he’d finished yet.

  




  

    He took more cord from his coat. ‘I’ve got to tie you up, Mandy.’

  




  

    ‘No.’

  




  

    ‘Just for a bit. Then I’ll let you go.’

  




  

    She was on her feet now, backing away from him. He could overpower her, of course, but he’d rather avoid a fight. If she scratched his face he’d have some explaining to do. Fortunately, there was an easy way round the problem.

  




  

    He kicked Pete in the stomach. The bound man yelped in a most satisfying manner.

  




  

    ‘Stop it!’ Mandy cried.

  




  

    Malcolm stamped on Pete’s ankle. A crunching sound preceded the howl of pain from his victim.

  




  

    That settled the issue.

  




  

    ‘You disgust me,’ spat Mandy as Malcolm lashed her arms and ankles together. ‘How could you do this?’

  




  

    He pulled the cord tight. ‘You lied to me. You said you’d never ask for money again. You should have kept your word.’

  




  

    He dumped her on the floor next to Pete. Her nightdress had ridden up over her thin hips, revealing a pale belly and a fuzz of brown hair. Once the sight would have aroused him. Funny how desire for someone could just vanish. He pulled the nightdress down to cover her. She didn’t appear to have noticed.

  




  

    Now she changed tack. ‘We only asked for what the newspapers would pay. It’s over now, honestly, Malcolm. We won’t ask for anything ever again.’

  




  

    He squatted next to her. Time to get on. ‘Where’s the photo?’

  




  

    ‘Pete gave it to you.’

  




  

    ‘What about the negative?’

  




  

    ‘It’s lost.’

  




  

    ‘Did you lose it before or after you made copies?’

  




  

    ‘I can’t find it, I swear.’

  




  

    Malcolm paused. This was what he had expected, more or less. She’d have the negative, all right, but it might not be here.

  




  

    ‘Where do you keep your other photos?’

  




  

    ‘In the sideboard.’ She indicated across the room with her head. ‘Over there.’

  




  

    He pulled out a tin box stuffed full of snapshots, together with their envelopes and strips of negatives. He pawed through them - holidays, horses, schoolgirl stuff - all Mandy’s from the look of them. He found a batch from her days at Ridgemoor and shuffled through them carefully. There were pictures of stable lads and lasses, scenes on the gallops, even photos of himself, sharing a joke with his brother in the ring at Newmarket. Not what he was looking for.

  




  

    ‘Is this all of them? None hidden anywhere else?’

  




  

    ‘Honestly, Malcolm, no.’

  




  

    ‘Why should I trust you? You lied to me before.’

  




  

    ‘No!’

  




  

    ‘It’s OK, Mandy. I’d have done the same in your shoes.’

  




  

    He poked the fading embers of the fire and threw a photograph into the grate. It flared after a few seconds and curls of orange soon reduced it to feathery grey ash. He tossed on more photos.

  




  

    ‘What are you doing?’ cried Mandy.

  




  

    He ignored her. Flames were licking upwards now and he added coal. He thrust the poker into the heart of the blaze and left it there. He picked up more photographs and a shiny brown strip of negatives.

  




  

    ‘Don’t burn them, Malcolm, please.’

  




  

    ‘It’s all digital technology now,’ he said, adding to the fire. ‘Planning to get one, were you?’

  




  

    She looked puzzled. ‘What?’

  




  

    ‘You can buy a top quality digital camera with thirty thousand pounds.’

  




  

    She said nothing.

  




  

    ‘And, of course, you’d have a little left over. Smart holidays, new car, deposit on a house maybe?’ He left the fire and leant over her. ‘Or, of course, you could just blow it all on smack. What a great way to invest my money. Stick it all in junkie Pete’s veins. Yours, too, from the look of you.’

  




  

    ‘Sod off, you pig.’

  




  

    ‘Where have you put the money?’

  




  

    ‘It’s nothing to do with me.’

  




  

    Malcolm laughed. He admired her nerve.

  




  

    ‘Where is it?’

  




  

    She turned her head away but he took her small pointed chin between thumb and forefinger and yanked her head round. ‘Tell me,’ he said softly.

  




  

    ‘I don’t know.’

  




  

    She was lying, he could tell. He’d handed the cash over to Pete in York at six and seen him get on a trans-Pennine train. He’d have had no time to get it to a bank or building society, even if he’d been so inclined. The cash must be here or nearby, Malcolm was sure of it.

  




  

    He took the poker from the fire and inspected it. The end glowed a deep and threatening orange, turning to white at the very tip.

  




  

    ‘Come on, Mandy, don’t make it worse than it is. Where’s the money?’

  




  

    She shook her head wildly. He could see she was petrified. Good.

  




  

    He raised the poker. The whiteness at the tip was fading but it was still hot enough to sear and burn and scar. He pointed it at her pale drawn face.

  




  

    ‘Where is it?’ he asked gently.

  




  

    A voice burst into the silence. Malcolm had discounted Pete, curled in a heap of self-pity on the floor. Suddenly he shouted out, ‘Don’t tell him, Mandy! Don’t tell the bastard anything!’

  




  

    Malcolm needed no excuse. He pressed the end of the poker across Pete’s thigh.

  




  

    The reaction was delayed as the heat penetrated the denim of Pete’s jeans. Then his body convulsed and threshed as he tried to escape. Malcolm pushed the poker down hard and the smell of burning fabric filled the room.

  




  

    Mandy was shouting at him but he couldn’t make out her words over the sound of Pete’s screams. He lifted the poker and rammed a cushion over the squealing man’s face, lowering the volume a fraction. How he despised the gutless fool wriggling in agony at his feet.

  




  

    Mandy was weeping and a string of snot swung from her nose. How on earth could he ever have found her attractive?

  




  

    ‘It’s upstairs in the toilet,’ she moaned. ‘In the cistern.’

  




  

    ‘Why didn’t you say so in the first place?’ he said as he tossed the poker into the coal scuttle.

  




  

    The toilet was an old-fashioned ball-and-chain monstrosity and he had to stand on the pedestal to reach the cistern. He laid the heavy lid on the floor then removed his right glove and rolled up his sleeve before plunging his arm into the icy water.

  




  

    Thirty thousand pounds in banknotes made a reasonable parcel, especially wrapped in plastic bags and bound with tape to keep out the wet. He yanked it out and tore open a corner of the plastic with his teeth, just to check. It was his money all right. Malcolm smiled as he wormed his damp hand back into his glove and made for the stairs.

  




  

    He got downstairs just in time. Though her wrists were lashed together Mandy was picking at the knots that bound her feet. He yanked her arms away.

  




  

    She saw the parcel with the money in his other hand.

  




  

    ‘Just go,’ she hissed. ‘You’ve got what you came for.’

  




  

    He put the money on the table. This was a two-hand job.

  




  

    ‘Please don’t hurt me,’ she cried as she saw the look in his eye.

  




  

    ‘Sorry, Mandy,’ he said as he put his big gloved hands round her slender neck. And he really was.

  




  

    He held her down for a long time after she’d ceased to thrash around. Five, ten minutes - he wasn’t sure. Just to make sure she was dead. Him squatting astride her body, fingers on her throat, their loins pressed together. It was almost like old times.

  




  

    The air was thick with feathery dust from the smouldering photographs and the fire still crackled in the grate. There was another sound too, a snuffling, whimpering noise like an animal in pain.

  




  

    He looked away from Mandy’s lifeless face into the bulging, terrified eyes of Pete. He had wedged his body behind the armchair and was trying to back further into the tiny space, as if he could somehow disappear from view.

  




  

    Earlier in the evening, as he had waited on the hillside and contemplated Pete’s treachery, Malcolm had looked forward to this moment - when he would put an end to the blackmailer’s threat permanently. But now the time had come it was just a chore that had to be seen to.

  




  

    ‘Let’s get it over with, shall we?’ he said as he stepped towards his cowering victim.

  




  

     


  




  

    He put his coat on in the hall and turned off the light, before slipping out of the front door. At the front gate he paused and watched the orange light dance and flicker behind the curtain. The fire was catching hold. With luck it would destroy the bodies though he had no illusions that it would conceal the act of murder. Just as long as no one could pin it on him.

  




  

    And they couldn’t - he was sure of that.

  




  

    A gust of icy wind knifed into him, bringing him down from the high that had gripped him. Suddenly he felt weary. He spat out the lifeless cud of gum that he had chewed throughout the whole operation. Flames were racing up the curtain now.

  




  

    He strode quickly back up the hill.

  




  




  

    Chapter One

  




  

    30 November, 2001

  




  

     


  




  

    Pippa Hutchison eyed her brother surreptitiously as she drove west. He was unnaturally pale, the skin drawn tight over the bones of his face. His thick coffee-coloured hair had been clumsily shorn, making him appear even younger than his twenty-one years - until you looked into his eyes. His once-open gaze was guarded, the hazel light dimmed by recent painful experience. To Pippa, Jamie looked washed-out and weak - like a plant that’s been shut up in a cupboard and forgotten. But what could you expect after eighteen months in prison?

  




  

    She had not exactly thrived herself since Jamie had been locked away. She had ticked off every day of his sentence on a calendar and now the day of his release had arrived she was surprised how nervous she felt. Things had changed since he’d been inside and she wasn’t sure how he was going to react.

  




  

    Jamie caught her looking at him. He managed a smile but it didn’t reach his eyes.

  




  

    ‘Not going too fast for you, am I?’ she said.

  




  

    Almost the first thing he’d remarked on as they’d driven away from Her Majesty’s Prison Garstone was the speed of the car. ‘Slow down, Pippa,’ he’d gasped and she’d pointed out they were only doing thirty.

  




  

    ‘Is that all? It seems like twice that.’

  




  

    ‘Just wait till you get back on a quick horse,’ she’d said, laughing, but he’d not joined in and she’d let it go. She’d eased off the gas, too, and driven like a granny for the next few miles.

  




  

    The road was winding. Puddles were still holding at the edges courtesy of the overnight rain. So far it had been a typically damp November day.

  




  

    Now, Jamie said, ‘Bet you’re glad you don’t have to make this journey again.’

  




  

    Was she ever. Racehorse trainers were used to crossing the country day and night to get to meetings. Pippa’s base in North Yorkshire was a fair distance from the big Flat tracks of the south and she logged many miles every year without complaint. But the fortnightly trip down the motorway and the long slog east below the Wash to Garstone was as gloomy a journey as she’d ever made. It would have been different in other circumstances, of course. But the anticipation of seeing her brother, the anxiety she felt at the state she might find him in and the depression of the return always left her drained. She didn’t want to live through that again, or travel on the road that reminded her of it. Not that she would dream of saying so to Jamie.

  




  

    ‘It wasn’t that bad. Handy for Newmarket.’ It was what she always said.

  




  

    He smiled at her properly this time. ‘Bloody liar.’

  




  

    Newmarket was many miles from Garstone. Everywhere was miles from Garstone. Pippa often wondered how visitors without a car managed. They must spend hours on trains and a fortune on the local taxis. It wasn’t just the men serving time who were being punished.

  




  

    She slowed at the approaching junction and kept heading west, avoiding the turn which led north to the motorway.

  




  

    He looked at her in surprise. ‘Where are we going?’

  




  

    ‘Somewhere you can see the sky and fill your lungs with fresh air.’ She waited a beat. ‘But first we’re going to Wolverhampton.’

  




  

    The joke fell flat.

  




  

    ‘Pippa, you’re not taking me racing, are you?’

  




  

    She said nothing, just concentrated on the road.

  




  

    ‘It’s too soon. I can’t face anyone yet.’

  




  

    ‘But you said you were going to help me out at the yard. You haven’t changed your mind, have you?’

  




  

    ‘No.’

  




  

    ‘Then you’re coming racing. Lonsdale Heights runs in the third. The sooner you put a few faces to names the better.’

  




  

    He made no further protest but she could tell from the set of his jaw that he wasn’t happy.

  




  

    Tough. Though she loved her brother and had bottomless sympathy for his recent ordeal, he couldn’t be allowed to duck out of things any more. As a child he’d got away with murder. Their mother had always let her little boy off the hook. Pippa, on the other hand, had always had to pay the price. She was the elder, she should know better, Jamie was ‘only a kid’.

  




  

    This indulgence hadn’t done him any favours. Leeds Crown Court hadn’t considered him a kid when he’d pleaded guilty on a drink-driving charge, and all his success as a jockey had counted for nothing. Though the death of fifteen-year-old Alan Kirkstall was not deemed to be murder, this was one accident whose consequences the ‘kid’ could not avoid. Jamie had been sentenced to three years, which had come down to a year and a half on remission.

  




  

    Pippa’s resentment about the whole business still burned - she couldn’t help it. Throughout his sentence she’d been the one on the outside trying to be a rock, keeping Jamie’s morale up while ushering their mother through the swift and hideous progress of lung cancer.

  




  

    Now her rancour touched on the one topic she had sworn to herself she would not raise on this supposedly joyful journey to freedom.

  




  

    ‘So,’ she asked her brother, ‘have you got your memory back then?’

  




  

    ‘What?’

  




  

    Maybe he was startled by the question or by her tone, which was sharp, pitched higher than she had intended. The accusing tone of the aggrieved elder sister.

  




  

    ‘Do you still not remember the accident?’

  




  

    She had not raised the issue in any of her prison visits. It would have been impossible in that crowded and undignified room. But she’d assumed he’d come to terms with his crime during his year and a half inside. For God’s sake, he’d pleaded guilty! He must have owned up to himself.

  




  

    He was a long time responding, as if he was searching within himself for the right answer. Or maybe he was just trying to think of the right way of putting it. ‘No, Pippa,’ he said at last. ‘I feel shame and remorse and regret. But the truth is, I can’t remember what actually happened.’

  




  

    She still didn’t believe him.

  




  

     


  




  

    Though regarded as one of the least attractive in the country, Jamie had a soft spot for Wolverhampton racecourse. He’d had his first winner there as a green apprentice of sixteen, squeezing home by a neck in a sprint on a summer evening. He’d been so nervous beforehand that he’d spent most of the time in the toilet. He’d gone down to the start dazzled by the floodlights, his head in a spin. It was a miracle he’d even started, let alone finished. But once his mount was settled in the starting stalls, drawn on a lucky low number, he’d tuned out all his problems. He’d gunned up the inner like a speeding bullet and never saw another horse until he looked over his shoulder when he was past the post.

  




  

    So, all things being equal, he’d have been happy to spend his first day of freedom at this urban track with its multi-tiered panoramic restaurant and all-weather surface that so offended the purists. But this course, like all the others where he’d once performed so successfully, belonged to a past now closed to him. Though it would surprise many, including Pippa without a doubt, he had not planned his return to racing while serving his time. The accident had changed everything. He’d not ridden in anger since the crash and he wondered if he still could. Racing had been the best thing in his life but maybe he deserved to lose it. A boy had died because of him. He couldn’t just climb back into the saddle and carry on riding winners as if that had never happened.

  




  

    But he was young. He had to do something with his life - that’s what everyone told him. And he didn’t know much else apart from horses.

  




  

    His mind was in turmoil as Pippa parked the car and he followed her towards the stands. At least they weren’t heading to the weighing room. He wasn’t looking forward to meeting his former colleagues. They’d showered him with letters after the trial and he’d not replied to one. Some guys had asked if they could visit him and he’d said no. Maybe now they’d forgotten him. He hoped so - it was no less than he deserved.

  




  

    It was early, there was nearly an hour to go before the first race, but the lunchtime clientele were beginning to gather in the restaurant, eager to get the eating out of the way before the serious business of the day.

  




  

    ‘Where are we going?’ he said to Pippa as they walked down a corridor and stopped in front of a chipped wooden door.

  




  

    She didn’t reply but opened it and ushered him ahead.

  




  

    The surprise was total. The small room was jammed with familiar faces, all smiling. Jockeys, stable staff, journalists. A cheer went up at the sight of him. Champagne corks popped. He’d have run if he could but Pippa was right behind him, blocking his escape.

  




  

    She must have known what he was thinking. ‘Out of my hands, I’m afraid,’ she whispered in his ear as a sandy-haired giant gripped him by the shoulders and shouted, ‘Welcome back, you little rascal!’ and crushed him in a bear hug.

  




  

    Jamie found himself grinning. He’d not seen his brother-in-law for some months and he’d missed him. Somehow Malcolm made him feel that everything was going to be all right after all.

  




  

     


  




  

    The celebration didn’t go on for long. These were working people and most had a busy afternoon ahead. The riders in the opening race were the first to leave. Among them was Malcolm’s brother - half-brother, in fact - who bore a striking resemblance to him: hair the colour of toast, square dimpled jaw and pale blue eyes. Richard, however, was built to a different scale, being almost a foot shorter. When Jamie and Richard had started riding, Malcolm was well known through his bloodstock agency, and the other jockeys had christened Richard ‘Little Mal’. Jamie knew how much Richard had hated it but he’d smiled and put up with it. It wasn’t in his nature to seek conflict. Since Jamie had been off the scene Richard had established himself as one of the top jockeys in the country. In the past year he’d won the Two Thousand Guineas, the Coronation Cup and over a hundred other winners. Jamie doubted that anyone referred to Richard as ‘Little Mal’ these days.

  




  

    Richard shook his hand energetically. ‘Are you OK?’ he asked. ‘This must seem a bit strange.’

  




  

    ‘Yeah.’ What else could he say? It was weird to be surrounded by so many people from his previous life. Jamie forced himself to smile - he was out of the habit. Where he’d spent the last eighteen months it was asking for trouble if you went around with a grin on your face.

  




  

    ‘You’ve been missed, you know. When are we going to see you back in the weighing room?’

  




  

    Jamie shrugged. ‘I’m not sure what I’m going to do, Rich. I don’t know that I can still ride. I think I’ve forgotten.’

  




  

    Richard laughed. ‘No one forgets - especially not you.’ He turned towards the door. ‘I’ll see you later. I want to introduce you to my fiancée.’

  




  

    That was news. ‘Congratulations,’ he called after Richard as he left the room.

  




  

    ‘You didn’t tell me Rich was getting married,’ he said to Pippa ten minutes later as they made their way to the saddling boxes.

  




  

    ‘Sorry. I thought I had.’

  




  

    ‘So who is she?’

  




  

    ‘Some thin blonde girl with a rich daddy.’

  




  

    ‘And?’ She was striding ahead athletically, her thick dark curls obscuring her face. ‘Come on, Pippa, what’s her name?’

  




  

    She stopped abruptly and fixed him with her coal-black eyes. He read irritation there and concern.

  




  

    ‘It’s Vanessa Hartley.’

  




  

    Bloody hell. The silky-voiced siren who’d come gunning for him on the day that changed his life. Vanessa. The last woman he’d slept with.

  




  

    Now he understood why Pippa hadn’t told him.

  




  

     


  




  

    He lurched out of the shower at the sound of the phone. His way to the bedside table led across a minefield of tangled bedding, plates of leftover food and empty bottles. The place was a pigsty. But that’s why you paid through the nose to stay in posh hotels - you could make as much mess as you liked.

  




  

    Naked and still dripping, he snatched up the receiver. It was the porter on the front desk.

  




  

    ‘Just to let you know that your wife is on her way up to your room, Mr Hutchison.’

  




  

    ‘My wife?’

  




  

    ‘That’s what she said, sir.’ The porter sounded amused, as if he knew full well that Jamie didn’t have a wife.

  




  

    Jamie replaced the phone without responding. It was hard to think clearly through the thump of his hangover.

  




  

    He peered around the room. Maybe the girl who’d stayed over last night - Lorraine - had left something behind when she’d scuttled out at first light and had returned to retrieve it. Or maybe she was after a bit more action, in which case she’d be out of luck. He’d given her more than she deserved already. He was knackered.

  




  

    He stumbled back to the bathroom and yanked a towel off the rail.

  




  

    Or maybe - a new thought surfaced - this was some tabloid trick, sending a reporter up to try and catch him out. They’d become pretty sneaky since he’d been photographed in an Epsom Jacuzzi with another jockey’s wife. These days he wasn’t just news on the racing pages.

  




  

    He chucked an empty wine bottle in the bin and pushed a cluttered food tray out of sight behind the TV stand. Token gestures.

  




  

    He ignored the first soft knock on the door but tucked the towel firmly around his waist. At the second summons he opened the door just a crack. He recognised his visitor at once. Suddenly he felt a lot better.

  




  

    A tall slim girl lounged in the doorway, all legs and tousled blonde locks. ‘Hi, Jamie,’ she said. ‘Don’t mind if I come in, do you?’

  




  

    He stepped aside as she glided past, apparently unconcerned by his near nakedness.

  




  

    Jamie had only met Vanessa Hartley once, three days previously on the gallops above Ridgemoor. She’d accompanied her father as Jamie had put Morwenstow, a classy three-year-old, through his paces. Officially, Desmond Hartley was running the rule over his most promising sprinter ahead of the lucrative Diadem Stakes. Unofficially it was a chance for Hartley to check Jamie out as a replacement for champion jockey Kevin O’Connor, the unlucky recipient of a three-day ban which ruled him out of the race.

  




  

    Whatever the background politics, both Jamie and Morwenstow had made a good impression. So too had Hartley’s daughter, who’d traded innocent small talk with Jamie in a low-pitched drawl. A spoilt Sloane, he thought at first. But as her cornflower-blue eyes probed his, he’d revised his judgement. A super-sexy Sloane, he decided, who might just be interested in less innocent discussions.

  




  

    She made no comment on the state of the room but strolled to the window and pushed it wide open.

  




  

    ‘I’m meeting Daddy here before the races so I’ve got a bit of time to kill,’ she offered. ‘I thought we might have coffee or something.’

  




  

    Jamie pretended to treat the suggestion at face value. He had expected to be obliged to chase Vanessa. To have her turn up on a plate, so to speak, was astounding.

  




  

    ‘Something sounds like a good idea.’ He opened the fridge which, fortunately, still contained a bottle of champagne.

  




  

    Her blue eyes flashed. ‘Do you think we should? I mean, are you allowed to before a race?’

  




  

    He jerked the cork out of the bottle with a satisfying pop. ‘No one’s going to breathalyse me charging past the post on Morwenstow, if that’s what you mean.’

  




  

    ‘OK.’ She accepted the glass he held out and drank languidly. She was standing with her back to the window with the sun lighting up the wheat-yellow tumble of her hair.

  




  

    ‘Why did you say you were my wife?’

  




  

    She shrugged, causing her pastel-blue summer dress to skim the tops of her bronzed thighs. It occurred to him that she probably wasn’t wearing much more than he was.

  




  

    ‘How did you get that?’ she said.

  




  

    ‘What?’

  




  

    ‘That scar.’ She placed the tip of her long painted forefinger on his sternum and traced it along the knotted ridge of tissue over his ribs.

  




  

    As he told her about the fall at York a year previously, his mind was elsewhere, wondering how long it would be before the towel ceased to conceal his excitement. To think only a few minutes before, he’d considered himself completely shagged out, yet all it took was a wicked-looking blonde to pitch up and he was straining at the leash.

  




  

    Go for it, mate. You deserve it.

  




  

    His heart was beating fast. He placed his hand over hers and pressed it to his chest. ‘Feel what you’re doing to me.’

  




  

    ‘I know.’ Her full pink lips gaped open. She didn’t pull away.

  




  

    Everything he touched these days seemed to turn to gold.

  




  

     


  




  

    Jamie liked the look of Lonsdale Heights, a chocolate-brown four-year-old with a splash of white across his chest. He regarded Jamie from gleaming mahogany eyes as he made a dart for his jacket pocket. Jamie allowed himself to be expertly frisked for goodies and regretted he had nothing to share.

  




  

    ‘I’m awfully sorry,’ said Jill, Pippa’s travelling head lass. ‘Lonnie’s a terrible thief.’

  




  

    Jamie scratched the horse’s neck. ‘I’m used to it. Plenty of those where I’ve just been.’

  




  

    The girl’s plump cheek flushed, obviously afraid she’d put her foot in it. ‘I’m really glad you’re coming to work with us,’ she stammered. ‘You used to be a wonderful jockey.’

  




  

    ‘Thank you.’

  




  

    ‘I mean,’ she was becoming more flustered, ‘I’m sure you still are. I don’t suppose you’ve had the chance to ride in - that is, since . . .’

  




  

    Pippa laughed out loud and looked up from tightening the surcingle. ‘You’ve dug yourself a nice little hole there, Jill. If I were you I’d stop digging.’

  




  

    ‘He looks a picture,’ Jamie said, taking in the immaculately plaited mane and gleaming coat. ‘You’ve done a good job.’

  




  

    ‘Thanks.’ Jill was still blushing. ‘He’s going to win today, I’m sure of it.’

  




  

    Jamie knew Pippa thought so too. She’d briefed him in the car. ‘Lonnie’s been off for the summer with a strained tendon but he’s sound now and working well on the gallops. He was third last time out at Southwell but finished really strongly. This race is a bit longer and I reckon he’ll be hard to beat.’

  




  

    He hoped she was right. It would be great for the yard to have a winner on his first day of freedom. A good omen.

  




  

     


  




  

    Pippa made Jamie accompany her into the ring ahead of the third race. ‘The sooner you show your face the better,’ she said. ‘Let the papers take their photos and be done with it.’

  




  

    He’d protested that he looked awful but she insisted. ‘It’s important that you’re seen here. It’s a statement. It says you’re back in business.’

  




  

    Privately she thought he did indeed look awful. She’d brought him some clothes from home but they no longer fitted snugly, she noticed. The trousers were too short and the jacket was tight across his shoulders. Despite the deficiencies of the prison diet, could he have grown in the past year and a half ? She supposed it was possible.

  




  

    She kept an eagle eye on Lonsdale Heights’ connections as she introduced her brother, but if they knew Jamie’s history they didn’t let on.

  




  

    ‘Pleased to meet you, old boy,’ said Geoffrey Lane, the horse’s owner. ‘Best trainer in the country, your sister.’

  




  

    Pippa shot him a sharp glance; she didn’t like having the mickey taken out of her.

  




  

    Geoffrey, a podgy mid-sixties antiques-dealer, added, ‘Bestlooking, anyway,’ at which everybody laughed, even Jamie. Then they all moved on to discuss Lonsdale Heights’ prospects in the race and it was time for Pippa to do her stuff.

  




  

    It was apparent that nothing less than a victory would satisfy the Lane party.

  




  

    ‘Uncle Geoff says you’ve laid him out specially for this race,’ said a clean-cut young business type.

  




  

    ‘I’ve had it in mind since Southwell. The longer distance should suit him.’

  




  

    ‘What’s he up against? You used to train Black Knight, didn’t you?’

  




  

    ‘Lonny’s the better horse. He’ll gallop the legs off Black Knight any day.’

  




  

    Lane’s nephew grinned as he pulled a mobile from his mackintosh pocket. A lock of hair fell over his forehead. It struck Pippa that he was a bit of a dish.

  




  

    ‘Time to get the money on then,’ he murmured

  




  

    ‘Don’t get carried away,’ she said quickly.

  




  

    She realised, however, that she shared his expectations. This was just the type of race that should suit her horse - a test of guts and stamina over a mile and seven furlongs - and the opposition didn’t look that hot. She supposed she must have said as much to the owner in recent conversations. It was difficult sometimes to keep her enthusiasm to herself.

  




  

    By the time she’d finished answering Geoffrey’s endless questions, calmed Mrs Lane’s nerves and briefed the jockey, she’d lost touch with Jamie.

  




  

    Like an anxious mother hen she looked round the ring for him, chastising herself as she did so. He was a grown man tasting freedom for the first time in more than a year. He could go where he liked.

  




  

    She could see him now talking to a tall distinguished-looking figure in a cashmere overcoat whom she knew well. Her father-in-law, Toby Priest.

  




  

    Pippa didn’t rush over to join them. Related though she was to Toby by marriage, there was too much rivalry between them for her to be easy in his company. Toby was the doyen of northern trainers, the master of Ridgemoor stables which saddled some three hundred runners in a Flat season - one in four of which reached the winning post ahead of the competition. And he’d been competing at this level for twenty-five years.

  




  

    Pippa didn’t like to admit she was intimidated by anyone, but Toby, the senior of the extensive Priest clan, walked over most people in his path, including his sons and his wives - so far there had been three. Being related to Toby Priest certainly didn’t guarantee an easy ride.

  




  

    With relief she saw Jamie and Toby part in friendly fashion, the trainer pumping Jamie’s hand energetically and gripping his forearm with his free hand. All was well there, then. And so it should be, Pippa reflected. Jamie had made his name at Ridgemoor and piloted a string of winners for Toby and his owners.

  




  

    ‘Offered you your old job back, has he?’ she said as they made their way to the stand for the race.

  




  

    ‘He was only sounding off. He doesn’t need me now Rich is riding so well.’

  




  

    ‘Suppose he wasn’t - would you consider it?’ She couldn’t resist.

  




  

    He played the question with a straight bat. ‘Of course not,’ he said. ‘I’m working for you, aren’t I?’

  




  

    She manoeuvred him into the trainers’ and owners’ stand and he hesitated at the crush ahead, his eyes darting suspiciously around. Pippa felt a pang of guilt at subjecting him to this public ordeal so soon after his incarceration. She suppressed it quickly. The sooner her brother adjusted to normality the better. No one here wished him any harm - quite the contrary.

  




  

     


  




  

    ‘So, how did it go?’

  




  

    Richard took his time replying. He avoided Malcolm’s probing glance, pretending to adjust his chin strap as they walked across the parade ring.

  




  

    Malcolm stopped him before they reached the knot of people surrounding Black Knight, Richard’s mount.

  




  

    ‘I’m concerned about you, Rich. You were in a bit of a twitch the other night.’

  




  

    Richard didn’t want to have this conversation, not here at any rate. But no one was close enough to hear and, anyway, they were all preoccupied.

  




  

    ‘It went fine. He thinks I’m chuffed to see him back.’

  




  

    ‘Excellent.’ Malcolm grinned and slapped him on the back. The touch contained an extra ounce of force that said Do as I say. His elder brother had been thumping him like that for as long as Richard could remember. ‘Just keep it up,’ was Malcolm’s parting shot as Richard strode away from him, preparing to face Black Knight’s owner and utter a few cheerful platitudes.

  




  

    How he wished he was a better liar. But not as much as he wished his friend and former racing companion Jamie Hutchison had never come back.

  




  

     


  




  

    Pippa found them a spot beneath the glass window that fronted the bar with a good sightline to the large TV screen. His back safely wedged against the glass, Jamie appeared to relax a little.

  




  

    ‘The Colonel says you used to look after his runner.’ Everyone at the Ridgemoor yard referred to Toby Priest in this way. Even his sons called their father ‘Colonel’ while on the premises, lest anyone should forget who was in charge. It was a far cry from the way Pippa ran things.

  




  

    She nodded in response to Jamie’s remark. The SIS camera picked out Black Knight, the Ridgemoor entry, on his way down to the start of the race. Until recently he’d been one of the horses under her care. It was a sore point.

  




  

    She explained the history as the horses were loaded into the starting stalls. Three weeks previously, one of her longstanding owners, Arabella Childs, had announced that she was removing her two horses, Black Knight and White Sands. Pippa had been sorry about it in one respect - the banker’s widow was a prompt payer. On the other hand, she was a demanding woman, always on the phone at inconvenient times, and her horses had done nothing in two years despite Pippa’s best efforts. She’d been surprised, however, to get a call from Toby Priest saying that Mrs Childs had approached him to train the pair at Ridgemoor. Did she have any objection?

  




  

    Pippa had none and said so. ‘The best of luck, Toby. They didn’t set the world on fire with me.’

  




  

    Her father-in-law had chuckled. ‘Suits me, my darling. I like a challenge.’

  




  

    The remark had irritated her no end as she’d told Malcolm when recounting the conversation. As usual, he’d sided with his father. ‘The old man’s got a heck of a reputation with bad horses, Pippa. He’s been turning them round for years.’

  




  

    That had really put her back up. She reckoned she had a better track record with difficult horses than Toby Priest. After all, as a rule he got the cream.

  




  

    So she’d got a degree of satisfaction two days previously when White Sands had performed up to his usual dismal standard at Southwell. Now Black Knight was lined up against Lonsdale Heights and she had every expectation of another pleasing dollop of revenge.

  




  

    She said as much to Jamie. ‘Lonnie’s not as pretty as Black Knight but he’s got real character. He’ll die on his feet rather than give up. Black Knight’s just a poseur.’

  




  

    ‘He doesn’t even look that well,’ her brother said as the horses broke from the stalls and the pack settled into a steady rhythm. Black Knight, with Richard Priest wearing Arabella Childs’ emerald green silks, was clearly visible at the head of the pack.

  




  

    ‘He won’t stay.’

  




  

    As the runners passed the stands, Pippa could feel her stomach begin to knot. She wanted Lonsdale Heights to win so badly but, more than that, she wanted Black Knight to get beaten.

  




  

    The race unwound - almost two complete circuits of the tight, left-hand oval of sandy-coloured track - much as Pippa expected. Down the back straight for the second time, Black Knight began to struggle as the pace increased. A few horses, including her own, were starting to crowd around him.

  




  

    ‘That’s it, he’ll go backwards now,’ Pippa said, without looking up from her binoculars.

  




  

    Richard gave the horse a couple of sharp cracks. It didn’t appear to make him run any faster but he wasn’t going any slower either. He had the advantage of the inside and stuck his neck out to keep it. For the first time in his competitive life Black Knight looked as though he wanted to battle. As they raced past the mile-and-a-half pole, stamina began to play its part. Suddenly the race concerned only a handful of runners and, as they turned into the straight, three of those had faltered.

  




  

    On board Lonsdale Heights, Billy Quinn, Pippa’s jockey, looked over his shoulder for non-existent dangers. Black Knight was the only horse in front of him and he’d soon realise that Lonnie had him beat.

  




  

    Pippa knew both horses so well, and she could predict what would happen next. In her mind’s eye she could already see Black Knight tying up and his challenge faltering, while Lonnie, hurting just as much, breath short and legs unsteady, bustled past and drove himself to the line in first place.

  




  

    ‘There he goes!’ Pippa cried, grabbing Jamie’s arm as Lonsdale Heights quickened and surged past Black Knight. She knew she was hopping up and down with excitement, like a little kid, unable to play it cool. She couldn’t be purely professional about her business. In terms of thrills, of long-term satisfaction, of wanting to do it all over again, nothing beat seeing one of her horses win a race. Not even sex. (Sorry, Malcolm.)

  




  

    Billy Quinn had pulled a length clear but Black Knight, with Richard still hard at work, refused to concede.

  




  

    Pippa froze in mid-hope. Suspended in disbelief. And despair.

  




  

    Black Knight wasn’t finished. He was coming back at her horse in the last furlong, Richard tucked in tight, urging him on with hands and knees, with no need of the whip to harness the relentless surge beneath him.

  




  

    Pippa wouldn’t have believed it if she hadn’t witnessed it for herself. Black Knight had never contested a finish. Yet here he was, galloping right to the line for the first time in his racing career.

  




  

    How on earth had Toby Priest managed that?

  




  

     


  




  

    Jamie felt for his sister as she strode into the unsaddling enclosure to greet the disappointed connections of Lonsdale Heights. She held her head high and wore a sympathetic smile as she proffered her hand to Geoffrey Lane.

  




  

    ‘Bad luck, Billy,’ he heard her call out to the jockey.

  




  

    The rider patted his mount affectionately on the neck. ‘He gave me everything he had. You couldn’t ask more of the feller.’

  




  

    Jamie thought some of the Lane party looked less than convinced.

  




  

    He turned in the direction of the winners’ enclosure where a knot of admirers led by a thin middle-aged woman with an orange tan - Mrs Childs, he assumed - were making a fuss of Black Knight and his victorious jockey. He waited till the congratulations were over before making for Richard.

  




  

    ‘You’ve come on a bit since I last saw you,’ he said. ‘Great f inish.’

  




  

    Richard grinned. ‘Anyone could ride a horse like that.’

  




  

    ‘So modest, isn’t he?’ Jamie heard the voice before he saw the speaker but the recognition was instant. That low-pitched murmur, like water on gravel.

  




  

    ‘Congratulations, darling.’ A blonde figure in a fake fur coat and leather trousers wrapped her arms round Richard and kissed him on the mouth. She was half a head taller than him.

  




  

    The jockey did not rush to extricate himself, though when he finally emerged he began an unnecessary introduction.

  




  

    ‘Jamie, meet my fiancée, Vanessa. Sweetheart, this is Mal’s brother-in-law.’

  




  

    She turned to face Jamie and bathed him in the light of her brilliant blue eyes. They held not a trace of recognition. ‘Pleased to meet you,’ she said formally and held out an elegant hand. Her fingers were cool.

  




  

    ‘Jamie’s ridden for your dad,’ said Richard.

  




  

    ‘Oh?’ Her interest was polite.

  




  

    ‘Yeah. He was on Morwenstow when he won the Diadem two years ago. You must remember that.’

  




  

    She shrugged. ‘Aren’t you in the next race? You’ll be late.’

  




  

    Richard obediently trotted off and Jamie rather expected Vanessa to depart as well. But she didn’t. She looked at him critically.

  




  

    ‘You look terrible,’ she said.

  




  

    He would have liked to say the same about her but it would have been far from the truth. She was less coltish and fuller in the face, with a determined set to her jaw he did not remember. But she was undeniably more beautiful. A woman now, no longer just a pretty girl.

  




  

    ‘Well, say something,’ she snapped.

  




  

    ‘Do you really not remember me?’

  




  

    ‘Of course I bloody well do but I don’t want Richard to know, do I?’

  




  

    ‘Why not?’

  




  

    ‘He’s a bit funny about old boyfriends. So I’d rather our little fling remained a secret. I mean, it’s not as if it meant anything.’

  




  

    Obviously not. ‘If that’s how you want it, Vanessa.’

  




  

    ‘Thanks, darling.’ She beamed and tucked her arm into his, leading him towards the stand. ‘You can buy me some champagne now.’

  




  

    ‘I’d love to, but I don’t have any money.’

  




  

    ‘Well, I’ll buy it then and you can tell me war stories of your time in chokey.’

  




  

    ‘I’ll stick to orange juice, thanks, and I won’t discuss prison.’

  




  

    ‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ she hissed as they entered the smoky bar, ‘don’t tell me you’ve turned into a bore. At least before they locked you up you were good fun. Here.’ She shoved a banknote into his hand. ‘Get a bottle of bubbly and two glasses.’

  




  

    He looked at the note - fifty pounds, more money than he’d seen in a long time. She was giving him the full benefit of her sexy smile.

  




  

    He elbowed his way to the bar.

  




  

     


  




  

    Pippa hung back in the crowd until Toby Priest had managed to offload Arabella Childs. She couldn’t bear to face Black Knight’s triumphant owner. The only consolation in this sorry sequence of events was that she no longer had to. Regrettably she still had to be polite to members of the Lane party with whom she had just spent an uncomfortable ten minutes. Geoffrey, of course, had taken the reversal like the gentleman he was.

  




  

    ‘I’m just happy Lonnie was part of such a cracking race,’ he’d said to her. ‘That’s what it’s all about. A finish to be proud of.’

  




  

    His wife was less convinced. ‘It’s all very well being noble, Geoffrey, but I’d rather the horse had won.’

  




  

    Lane’s nephew had made no bones about his sentiments. He’d steered Pippa to one side and subjected her to a grilling. ‘You told us Black Knight hadn’t a prayer.’

  




  

    ‘I didn’t say that exactly.’

  




  

    ‘You said you’d trained the horses side by side and Lonsdale Heights was far superior.’

  




  

    Had she been that emphatic? Probably.

  




  

    ‘That was my honest opinion. Frankly, I’m amazed at Black Knight’s performance.’

  




  

    ‘So you can’t explain it?’ He was leaning close, pushing his face into hers, his cheeks red. He didn’t look so dishy now.

  




  

    ‘I can’t explain anything,’ she said. ‘Horses aren’t machines. You can never predict how they’ll run.’

  




  

    ‘How convenient.’ He stepped back a pace, making a conscious effort, it seemed, to keep his temper. She wondered how much money he’d lost. When he spoke again his voice was cold. ‘It’s obvious to me that Black Knight has benefited from a change of trainer. My uncle is a loyal man but he’s no fool. I shall be speaking to him about his horse’s future arrangements. I wouldn’t blame him if he also wanted a change.’

  




  

    The worst thing about all this was that Pippa couldn’t even account to herself for the improvement in Black Knight. She reckoned she knew her horses inside out but she’d never, at any stage, seen in Black Knight the quality he’d shown today. Uncomfortable as it was to admit, privately she conceded that Geoff’s nephew had a point. If he decided to move Lonsdale Heights to Toby Priest, she couldn’t blame him.

  




  

    But that didn’t mean she was resigned to defeat. Her next stop was Priest himself.

  




  

    ‘Toby,’ she called as Mrs Childs disappeared into the crowd. He turned towards her, a lazy smile on his patrician face. ‘Congratulations,’ she said.

  




  

    ‘You’re too kind, Ms Hutchison.’ He used her professional name with a touch of irony. His often-stated surprise that she hadn’t changed it after her marriage was another thing that rankled. To her mind there were already too many trainers in the book called Priest.

  




  

    But she wasn’t here to spar over trivialities.

  




  

    ‘What on earth have you done to Black Knight? He’s never run like that in his life.’

  




  

    Toby nodded graciously. ‘Just a change of scenery, I suppose.’

  




  

    ‘That’s the first time I’ve seen him finish his race.’

  




  

    ‘I told you I enjoy a challenge.’

  




  

    ‘Yes, but how did you do it?’ Pippa hated to beg but this was eating her up. ‘Please tell me, Toby.’

  




  

    He laughed and slipped an arm around her waist beneath the short fleece she wore over her jeans. ‘I love you dearly, Pippa, but you must realise that an old dog like me can’t be giving away his tricks. Not even to his favourite daughter-in-law. ’

  




  

    He squeezed her bottom proprietorially and winked.

  




  

    Bastard.

  




  

     


  




  

    The silence that filled the car as they crawled through the traffic surrounding the course suited Jamie. It gave him time to reflect on events that seemed to be flashing ahead too fast for him to keep up. Already Garstone Prison seemed to belong to another life, and thank God for that. The afternoon at the races, the taste of it again, seemed to make another chance of a career in the saddle more possible. And the half hour spent with Vanessa, even though she herself was plainly off-limits, made other prospects seem thrillingly available. Of course he’d thought of women inside, but they’d existed in fantasy form only - a drink with an old flame had changed all that.

  




  

    ‘Christ, you must be gagging for it after a year and a half,’ Vanessa had said.

  




  

    ‘It’s longer than that. I was too smashed up in the accident to deal with women before the trial. You were my last, if you must know.’

  




  

    ‘Ooh. How delicious.’ Her eyes had lit up wickedly. ‘It’s a pity I can’t get you up and running again.’

  




  

    ‘I expect you’ve got your hands full with Rich.’

  




  

    ‘Actually, I’m keeping him dangling a bit but it amounts to the same thing. But don’t worry, I’ve plenty of friends. I’ll soon fix you up.’

  




  

    Jamie had declined, laughing, but the interchange had made him feel better about himself. Twenty-four hours ago he could never have imagined it taking place.

  




  

    And then there was the racing itself. He’d been fearful of how he would react, but seeing Richard bring Black Knight home in a stormer had given him a real thrill. He’d watched him closely over the last furlong, knowing how the jockey was feeling and what he was looking for from his mount. And when he’d hit the front Jamie had been with him in spirit, pouring on the gas and riding a finish to the line. Once he’d been a far better rider than Richard. Given the chance, he now wondered if he could be again.

  




  

    After just a few hours of freedom it seemed everything was possible.

  




  

    Pippa broke into his thoughts. ‘You’ve got to help me, Jamie.’

  




  

    He knew she’d been shattered by Lonsdale Heights’ loss. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Just ask.’

  




  

    ‘I’m missing something. I thought I was a good trainer but after today I’m not so sure.’

  




  

    ‘Believe me, Pippa. You’re one of the best.’

  




  

    ‘So how come Toby’s just taken one of my horses and improved it a stone in three weeks?’

  




  

    ‘That’s only one race. It’s a fluke.’

  




  

    She didn’t reply for a bit, just concentrated on the road and the heavy traffic flow around her. It would be a long slog up to Yorkshire at this rate. Jamie wished he could help but he wouldn’t be driving for a long while, since a five-year ban had accompanied his prison sentence. This was the first occasion on which it had seemed significant.

  




  

    ‘Look,’ she said, ‘you’re coming to the yard with a fresh eye. You’ve always had a great instinct for horses. Just watch what I’m doing. I don’t believe I’ve turned into a lousy trainer overnight.’

  




  

    He laughed out loud. ‘Don’t be daft, Pippa.’

  




  

    ‘I’m serious. Many more days like today and I’m packing it in. Perhaps we should accept the offer on the land.’

  




  

    A local developer had been after the house and surrounding acres that Pippa and Jamie had inherited from their mother. He’d recently put in a revised bid with a breathtaking number of noughts on the end and they’d discussed it on her last visit to Jamie in prison. But neither of them wanted to sell. The land was where they had grown up.

  




  

    Jamie squeezed her shoulder and she managed a reluctant grin.

  




  

    ‘That’s not all,’ she added. ‘That lecherous old sod Toby pinched my bum.’

  




  

    This time both of them laughed.

  




  




  

    Chapter Two

  




  

    Marie Kirkstall cycled wearily up the rutted lane towards the row of houses on the edge of Ridgemoor village. The low sun picked out the slopes and planes of the moor above. On the track halfway up the hill she could see two figures in custard-yellow anoraks heading up towards the treeline. That’s what she should be doing, making the most of the bright winter weather and enjoying the spectacular countryside that lay right there on her own doorstep.

  




  

    But there were two good reasons why she would not be joining the hikers up ahead. The first was purely practical. She’d been on the early shift, cleaning offices in town, and she was hungry, dirty and tired. By the time she’d had lunch and a bath, the best of the day would be gone. All she’d be fit for was curling up on the front-room sofa and pretending to revise for her A-level resit. Some hope. She’d be asleep before she’d read a page of notes.

  




  

    The second reason was less easy to explain, even to herself. Alan had been dead for over two years now so it was about time she got back to normal. Normal as in using her brain and enjoying those things that used to give her pleasure, like hiking the hills and riding horses. Her friends had given up nagging her about it. They respected how she felt but she knew they didn’t really understand - not that she was entirely clear herself. She’d scarcely been on the moor since Alan’s accident. The hillside behind the house had been their playground as children, and every beck and hollow reminded her of her brother. Even though they’d spent as much time fighting as having fun they’d always gone on long walks together, sometimes in gangs of other kids, sometimes just the two of them. So it made a kind of superstitious sense that she steered clear of the hills these days. They just made her sad.

  




  

    Horses were different. Unlike Alan, she’d been good in the saddle. Rugby and cricket had been his games, horses were just for a laugh. She had this terrible feeling that if he’d been a better horseman he could have avoided the car that killed him. If she, Marie, had been on Misty, their little grey mare, she knew she could have skipped off the road somehow or done something to get out of the way. It was ironic it turned out to be a jockey driving. Very funny, I don’t think.

  




  

    She parked her bike carelessly round the side of the house and entered through the back door into the kitchen. Aunt Joyce was at the sink, her big red arms viciously scrubbing a pan.

  




  

    ‘You’re late today,’ she said, without turning round. Marie could tell from the set of her shoulders that she was fed up about something. Aunt Joyce often was.

  




  

    She dumped a frying pan on the draining board with a clang. As she turned to Marie her pink jowly face softened. ‘Sit down, love. I’ve got your dinner ready.’

  




  

    ‘Don’t you want to get away? Aren’t you meeting Pam?’ Her aunt usually had lunch with a friend on Thursdays.

  




  

    Joyce shook her head; the jowls wobbled. ‘I rang and put her off.’

  




  

    ‘Why?’

  




  

    ‘There’s something up with your dad.’

  




  

    Marie’s mind went blank. She watched a drip swell on the spout of the tap and fall with a plink into the washing-up water. Another one began to form and she couldn’t tear her eyes away. ‘Have you called Dr Gooding?’ she heard herself say.

  




  

    Joyce put a rough hand on her shoulder. ‘It’s nothing physical, love, but I know something’s up. He’s stopped talking again.’

  




  

    Clem Kirkstall had not spoken a word for three months following his son’s death. Dr Gooding had put it down to shock and said it had nothing to do with his on-going emphysema. ‘Everyone has their own way of grieving,’ he’d said. Clem’s, sympathetic though everyone had been to his suffering, had been hell on those around him.

  




  

    ‘When I took his tray up he was fine,’ Joyce told her. ‘Said it was a great day for going up Piecrust Hill and would I give him a piggyback. I said if we both lost four stone there’d be no problem.’

  




  

    ‘And?’

  




  

    ‘I sorted the washing and put some whites on. But when I went back up for the tray, he was just lying there. Didn’t turn his head to say hello, didn’t reply when I asked him why he’d let his breakfast go cold. Three best back rashers and two fried eggs and he hadn’t touched them. He hasn’t got up, he’s just lying there and I can’t get a word out of him. I don’t know what’s up with the old fool.’

  




  

    There was a note of indignation in her voice and her jaw was set firm, but her big pale eyes were misty with emotion. It wouldn’t take much to set her aunt crying. More than anyone, she had borne the brunt of the recent misfortunes that had come their way. Marie squeezed her hand.

  




  

    ‘I’ll go up and see him.’

  




  

    ‘I’ve just been. He’s asleep, thank the Lord. You take your coat off and have a bite to eat.’

  




  

    ‘OK.’ Her appetite had vanished but she knew better than to resist her aunt.

  




  

    Joyce quickly laid the kitchen table and produced trays and pans from the oven, loading a plate high with meat pie and vegetables. Marie had given up the battle to persuade her aunt to serve lighter meals and smaller portions. She wouldn’t eat again today.

  




  

    Marie chewed mechanically and stared through the window. Shadows of clouds chased across the hillside, turning the patchwork of vivid greens and rich browns into a uniform grey. The day was fading already.

  




  

    Her eye fell on the tray resting on top of the microwave. It had been cleared of dishes but one item still lay on it.

  




  

    ‘Is that Dad’s paper?’

  




  

    Clem Kirkstall, a devoted racing man, took the Racing Beacon every day. It was his essential companion to afternoons spent in front of the television.

  




  

    ‘He didn’t want it.’

  




  

    ‘I thought you said he wasn’t talking to you?’

  




  

    ‘I left it on his pillow but he chucked it after me. Waved his arm like he wanted to thump me.’

  




  

    Marie stared at her aunt. It didn’t sound like her father at all.

  




  

    ‘I know,’ said Joyce. ‘He’s got me all of a bother.’

  




  

    Marie reached for the paper and laid it face up in front of her. As a rule her father read it from cover to cover, folding and turning down pages as he went. It was clear that this edition had not even been opened. But, as Marie’s eye fell on the photograph on the front page, the reason for her father’s strange behaviour became obvious. It showed two men in a parade ring at a racecourse, one middle-aged and laughing, the other much younger with a drawn and serious face. Toby Priest, the leading trainer in the district, was shaking hands with Jamie Hutchison, the rider who’d killed her brother. The caption beneath the photo read ‘Welcome back’.
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