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Prologue

The blonde girl with dishevelled hair drove carelessly along the rutted track. It was a hot autumn day and the trees were still heavy with leaves. Ahead, among a collection of buildings which sprawled across the valley, stood a redbrick Victorian mansion, her weekly destination.

A tubby man in a T-shirt with a grey-flecked ponytail was waiting by the front door. She knew that he had been alerted to the arrival of her dusty Golf by the guard at the lodge gate back on the road. Dr Huntley was the Director of Grovelands, and he always made a point of seeing Alice on her visits.

‘How is Edwin?’ she asked as Huntley led her across the tiled floor of the hall to the basement stairs.

‘Very busy,’ was the reply, which was no surprise. Edwin was always busy.

They descended to the suite of rooms below, where lights blazed and the smell of paint thickened the air. The weather was glorious and the other  residents were pursuing their own salvation in the sunshine. But in all the years she had been coming here, Alice had never been able to persuade Edwin to set foot outside.

They passed down a corridor hung with impenetrable abstracts of purple and black - Edwin’s work. The double doors at the end opened into an artist’s studio where the wooden floor was spattered with paint and littered with rags. A stained and grubby porcelain sink ran half the length of one wall and easels and stools stood jumbled in a far corner, next to canvases stacked against the wall.

On his knees in the middle of the room a stick-insect of a man in a once-white overall contemplated a canvas lying face up on the floor. In one hand he held a brush. Pots of paint surrounded his work in progress. He did not turn at their approach but seemed lost in a distant world.

‘Hello, Edwin,’ said Alice.

There was no response. Instead, Edwin loaded his brush with paint and flicked a fine line of black drips across the canvas.

‘He’s still in his Jackson Pollock phase,’ said Huntley.

Hardly, thought Alice.

‘You can leave us, if you like,’ she said. ‘I’m sure you’ve got things to do.’

He smiled. ‘True enough. But I want you to know that Edwin is an honoured member of our community. We care for him very much.’

‘Thank you, doctor.’ It wasn’t the first time he’d  made this speech but she appreciated it all the same.

She waited till he’d gone and then she knelt on the floor too.

‘Hello, Edwin,’ she said again but more softly than before.

He did not appear to hear but this time his brush dipped to the canvas and described a line across the surface. In a few quick strokes, quite unlike the movements he’d made before, he made a familiar shape. A horse’s head - bold-eyed and noble, full of life - appeared on the canvas. Then, as swiftly as it had been conjured up, he obliterated it in a swirl of paint. A figure of smoke blown away in the breeze. But it had been there and she had seen it as he had intended.

‘Thanks, Dad,’ she murmured.

The stick-insect man ignored her and continued to flick with his brush.




Chapter One

‘Eh, Turk. Ever driven one of them?’

Turk - real name Barry Marshgate - followed the direction of his friend, Scabby’s, gaze.

In the car park of the estate opposite sat a parked van, its engine idling. The driver’s sliding door was pushed back and the waffle of some fake bastard on Radio Two carried across the street to where the two lads sat on a wall.

If he had to put money on it, Turk reckoned the vehicle was a Vauxhall Vivaro but it could as easily be some kind of Ford. Not that he was much interested in delivery vans. Hot hatchbacks were more his kind of thing - Clios, Colts, Peugeot 206s - nippy little numbers you could hammer the crap out of. On the other hand, it was only Scab who was asking.

‘Yeah. Loads of times.’

Scab popped another can. ‘Bet you never.’

Turk could have wished for better company but the scabby one was the only kid wagging it  today like him. Turk had gone over the wall at the back of the playground in morning break. He’d only stuck it out that long because the day started with DT, the one subject he was good at. A couple of other mates had said they’d be bunking off too and he’d mooched around waiting for them to show. In the end he’d given up - they must have chickened out. It was turning out to be a right manky day.

He’d run across Scab in the shopping centre hanging around the doors of H & M. ‘All the top totty comes by here,’ he’d explained.

Turk had swallowed the laughter that welled up inside. The notion that any lass, top or bottom totty, would look at Scab’s spotty face with favour was ludicrous. What planet was he on? Planet Pustule, that’s what. If any of the others had been around they’d have had a good giggle.

But the others were elsewhere and Scab was all he’d got to help face down the boredom.

‘Look, Les,’ he’d said, ‘I’ve got a better idea.’

Scab had brightened at the unaccustomed use of his Christian name and Turk had instantly claimed an ally. If he’d put a gun in Scab’s hand and told him to rob Barclays, the silly prat would probably have tried it on.

Turk’s idea wasn’t quite so spectacular, worse luck, but you had to know your limits. They’d shoplifted a six-pack of Carlsberg Export and a litre of Strongbow from the Indian seven-eleven on the corner of Barrow Hill - Turk doing the lifting while  Scabby made a meal of buying a Mars bar and a bag of jumbo crisps.

‘Did you have to get prawn cocktail?’ Turk had complained as they’d picnicked on the wall over the road from the new housing development. ‘I can’t stand fish.’ But he’d eaten them all the same and he had no complaints about the Mars. The cider and the beer had helped, of course. And then Scab had really come up trumps, pulling a hand-rolled cigarette from his back pocket.

‘Nicked it from my brother,’ was all he’d said by way of explanation as he’d fired up.

‘Cheers, Les,’ Turk had muttered as he’d accepted the spliff. Hanging out with the scabby one had compensations.

They’d been sitting there in the sunshine, discussing which of the lasses at Barrow Moor school they wouldn’t mind shagging, when the van had pulled up. Turk hadn’t taken much notice, his thoughts having moved on to the staffroom talent and the new DT assistant, when Scab had pointed across the road.

The van was a bright azure blue with a legend in yellow scrolling across the side: Blue Sky Express - Safe in Our Hands. A poxy delivery van.

A large carroty-haired fellow emerged from the open door holding a clipboard and plodded round to the back of the vehicle. He wore an overall the same shade as the van with ‘Blue Sky’ lettered across his back.

Scab sniggered. ‘Looks a right prat.’

Turk felt his lips stretch tight across his face - he must be grinning like a loony but he couldn’t help it. The laughter that he’d been bottling up since running into the scabby one gurgled softly from his mouth.

The driver reappeared holding a brown package under one arm, tossed the clipboard back inside the van and turned for the passageway which led to the internal courtyard and the apartments at the rear. He looked like a great shambling cartoon figure, with his blue jacket and red hair. Like a character off  The Simpsons.


Turk felt Scab shaking by his side and laughed louder. It wasn’t funny but he couldn’t help it.

The driver’s head swivelled in their direction and he hesitated. For a moment Turk thought he was going to walk over and give them a mouthful but instead he returned to the van and slid the door closed. Then he disappeared down the passage.

‘Stupid twat,’ said Scab. ‘Bet he’s left the keys.’

For a moment Turk didn’t get it. They couldn’t see into the van. Then he registered the sound of some tedious old rock record, muffled now but still plainly coming from the van. The radio was still on. The key might still be in the ignition.

‘Come on then,’ he said, jumping down. ‘I’ll show you how fast one of them can go.’

He didn’t look back as he scampered across the road. He knew Scab would be right behind him and even if he wasn’t he didn’t care. This minging van  might not be the car of his dreams but it was better than nothing.

He yanked the door open and vaulted into the driver’s seat, searching with his right hand for the key. His fingers scrabbled blindly across the strange fascia, his eyes on the passageway ahead, looking for a shock of red hair and a sky-blue jacket. As his hand closed on a dangling fob of metal, he saw only empty pavement and, beyond, the muddy brown grass of the inner court. The delivery man was round the corner and out of sight, doubtless still hunting down the right door.

This was going to be easy - provided Scabby didn’t screw it up. He was tugging at the passenger door, the stupid arse, trying to open it like a hinge. Turk leaned across and shoved the door back on its runners. Scab lurched into the cab, sending a coffee carton tumbling from the dashboard, soaking Turk with cold smelly liquid. Turk just laughed. This was more bloody like it.

He had the van moving, ramming the stick through the unfamiliar gearbox with a painful screech. Scab’s door was still open and, as he manoeuvred the vehicle round the tight little parking area, Turk had an uninterrupted view of a blue jacket thundering down the passage towards them like an express train through a tunnel. Jesus, the big bastard could really move!

For a second Turk thought he’d stalled the flaming thing. The engine was grinding, his foot ramming on the accelerator and the gears squealing and the  van man was in the doorway, gripping the sill, shouting something incomprehensible. He wasn’t happy, that much was obvious. He looked like he’d pull Turk’s head off, if he got the chance.

It was at that moment Scabby entered legend. He picked the clipboard off the floor and rammed it, end first, across the bridge of van man’s nose. He squealed like a girl and fell back onto the ground, clutching his face.

Turk scraped the side of the van against the gatepost as he lurched onto the road, sending a shower of blue paint chips into the air.

Perhaps it wasn’t such a manky day, after all.

 



Luke’s experience as a jockey was still limited. He’d only been getting regular rides for a couple of years and had been an apprentice well into the last season. But even though he could no longer claim a weight advantage, owners and trainers seemed as keen to put him on their horses these days as he was to ride them. Now he could honestly believe he was making a success of the one career he’d set his heart on and he loved it. So, the emotion that overwhelmed him as he strode into the parade ring at Beverley was foreign to his nature. He could see his mount being led round the far curve of the ring - Don’t Touch, a well-built chestnut four-year-old with white fetlocks. He’d never admit it to anyone else but he couldn’t lie to himself. He didn’t want to ride that horse.

He’d tried to duck the job when Ivan, his agent, rang him with the news.

‘I thought I was going to Newmarket,’ he’d said.

‘You were, son,’ Ivan explained. ‘But the horse has knocked its joint and doesn’t run so now you’re on one for Peter Lloyd at Beverley. Make sure you give it a good ride.’

Peter Lloyd was among the best trainers in Yorkshire, both Flat and jumpers. Luke had never ridden for him before. He and Ivan had even discussed how he might attract Lloyd’s attention and here was an opportunity to do just that.

The problem wasn’t Peter Lloyd or his horse. It was the man who owned Don’t Touch - Alan Scott. Luke had never met Alan and knew him only by reputation. He ran a veterinary practice which catered to many Yorkshire yards and was well thought of throughout the racing business. In addition, Alan owned a handful of racehorses.

Luke spotted Scott now, standing next to the barrel-shaped form of Peter Lloyd. He recognised him from photographs occasionally glimpsed in the press - a tall, broad-shouldered man in his mid-forties with a head of wiry dark hair flecked with grey. You couldn’t miss him. As he got up close, Luke became aware of the girl standing by the owner’s side, her untidy blond thatch blowing in the breeze, her eyes a startling green. Scott’s daughter? Luke wondered. Surely she couldn’t be his girlfriend. She looked about the same age as himself.

The owner’s angular face was cracked open in a welcoming smile and he enveloped Luke’s hand in a warm grip as he introduced his companion.

The green eyes flashed as she, too, offered her hand.

‘Alice is my practice manager,’ Scott said. ‘She works too damned hard. The only way I can get her to take a day off is by dragging her to the races.’

So, neither his daughter nor his girlfriend, Luke realised. That was a relief - not that it was any of his business.

‘I’ve been following your career, young man,’ the vet was saying, ‘and I’m thrilled you’re riding for me.’

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘Call me Alan, for God’s sake,’ cried the older man. ‘We’re all equals here. Except, of course, for the horses. They’re superior to humans, in my book. Especially this one. I’ve got big plans for him.’

Luke knew all about those plans. Peter had briefed him when he’d paid a trip to the yard to ride out.

‘Mr Scott sponsors a race at Doncaster at the end of October,’ the trainer had explained. ‘It’s not worth much but he’d rather win his own race than the Derby, I reckon.’

This wasn’t news to Luke but it was reflex to pretend he knew nothing of Alan Scott. ‘Why’s that?’ he’d asked.

‘It’s in memory of his wife. This year’s the fifth anniversary of her death.’

God, was it that long? You’d think a man would have buried his grief after five years.

‘Anyhow,’ Peter had continued, ‘Mr Scott’s convinced that this is the horse that’s going to pull it off. So you do a good job on him at Beverley and he’ll not want to swap riders for Donny. Alan Scott’s a good man, never forgets a fellow who’s done right by him.’

Now, as Luke stood in Scott’s shadow, waiting for Don’t Touch to be led round so he could mount up, he reflected on the trainer’s words. If he performed on Don’t Touch here and then won the race at Doncaster that had so much significance for the owner, would he, in some small measure, make up to him the wrong that he had done him? And might he in consequence feel better about himself?

The answer to both questions was an emphatic no.

 



Jeannette was in a quandary. The day at the Marshgate yard south of York wasn’t working out as planned which, given the nature of her governor’s operation, should not have come as a surprise. It was virtually a one-man-and-his-dog training set-up and since the man was off at Newmarket, it was up to the dog to sort things out. No guessing who that dog was.

She wouldn’t have minded so much if she hadn’t aimed to make a swift exit from the yard to get ready for a celebration with her husband. It was to be their first slap-up night out for some months, since their honeymoon back in March in fact, and they both  deserved a hassle-free day. Chance would be a fine thing.

She didn’t like to disappoint Mark. He’d had enough disappointment in a life of blighted hopes - of chasing glory on a horse’s back, of making money in business, even of finding a woman he could make a home with. Well, she’d put a stop to his run of failure by proving to him that last dream was his for the taking. Unfortunately, she’d not been around to ease the pain of the chronic ankle injury which had put paid to his career as a jockey; nor to help him avoid the Valium addiction that had scuppered his ambitions to get into the horse transport business. But he’d bounced back now. Their future was bright - brilliant, in fact - provided he kept the faith. And she would see to it that he did.

All the same, she didn’t relish the prospect of calling Mark to say she was running late. Unnecessary hiccups were to be avoided at all times and especially on a man’s twenty-fifth birthday. She would cope at the yard. She always coped.

Her problem this afternoon was Kingmaker, a strapping two-year-old who had shown some promise at the start of the season by winning his maiden race at Thirsk. Since then, unfortunately, he’d shown more interest in the fillies trotting round the yard than in extending himself on the racecourse. As a result, he’d finished his treatment with the vet the day before less of a horse than he’d started. The possibility of Kingmaker making any kings or queens in the future had now  been surgically terminated. In Jeannette’s opinion castration was a drastic solution to the problem of a randy male. Though one she would happily have recommended for a few humans of her acquaintance.

As a result of this procedure, Kingmaker needed to be walked regularly to keep the swelling down. But the track they usually took away from the yard was wet and muddy from heavy overnight rain and Jeannette didn’t want to risk getting dirt in the horse’s wound. The other route, which was dryer, was also a no-go because the farmer had turned some pigs into the field and Kingmaker, like all horses of Jeannette’s experience, wouldn’t walk past them.

In these circumstances, the alternative was to use the horse-walker but it had broken down yesterday and despite several phone calls and some tinkering of her own there was no chance it would be fixed for today.

Jeannette pondered her final option - to take the horse out along the lane that led up to the main road. It was never used for horses because the road was a narrow single carriageway with high hedges and few passing points. Meeting traffic with a skittish horse in your charge was not good for anyone’s nerves.

On the other hand, the surface underfoot would be firm and the road was little used, except by locals who were aware of its dangers. And, in any case, what choice did she have?

[image: 001]

The van was heavier to handle than Turk had expected and the gears were a bastard. He got stuck in second as he shot through on amber over Barrow Hill. A granny with a shopping trolley recoiled in horror from the crossing and he gave her the finger through the window as he flashed by. That woke the old girl up.

Scab was honking away in the passenger seat. He had the weirdest laugh but for once it didn’t get up Turk’s nose - it only added to the crazy thrill of the day. He’d nicked cars before, dozens of them, but only at night and never a wagon like this. And he’d never left the driver sitting on his arse in the dust behind him before. This was special.

They were out on the dual carriageway now, leaving the suburbs of York behind.

‘Where we going?’ shouted Scab over the radio, which was still blaring Radio Two.

Turk didn’t have a clue. Did it matter? ‘Barnsley,’ he yelled. They were heading south and Barnsley was south, he knew that much.

‘Can’t you go faster?’

Turk had been barrelling along the inside lane, getting used to the feel of the van. The gears were OK now provided he stamped hard on the clutch. Mind you, they still screeched in protest when he got it wrong but who gave a stuff about that? It wasn’t his motor.

‘Come on, Turk, it’s not a bloody milk float.’

Turk shot the other a look of venom. The scabby  one was getting above himself. All the same he yanked the wheel to the right and pressed his foot to the floor. They shot out into the overtaking lane, interrupting the progress of a navy saloon and eliciting a blast of horn.

Scab gave the driver a V sign out of his window. ‘Stick it up your arse, shithead,’ he cried and then he pointed ahead excitedly. ‘Look up there! It’s a bleeding school coach.’

Turk doubted that, though the familiar name ‘Hawley’s’ across the back of the long vehicle in the inside lane made it a possibility. Half the schools in the area used Hawley’s for trips.

‘Get alongside,’ yelled Scab but Turk needed no urging, he was already level with the coach’s back bumper.

‘There’s lasses!’ Scab was bouncing in his seat. Above them a couple of pink smudged faces framed by dark hair stared down disdainfully.

Scab waved both arms. ‘Gizza kiss, angel!’

One girl said something to her friend. The friend laughed. It was plain the remark was not flattering.

‘Snotty little bitches,’ murmured Scab and began tugging at his belt. ‘I’ll show ’em.’

Traffic was piling up behind the van as Turk held its position alongside the coach. A horn sounded but he ignored it. He could guess what Scab was up to and he had no intention of spoiling it.

Scab was up on his seat now, his kecks around his ankles, his naked rear thrusting out of the open  window. Turk craned forward to see what the girls were making of the sight.

Many more faces pressed to the coach windows now and shock and disgust were fixed on all of them. Turk wasn’t surprised - he knew for a fact that Scab’s rear end was as spotty as his face.

The chorus of horns from behind grew louder and the girls were now shouting unheard obscenities and making gestures that were unmistakable.

Turk savoured the moment, dragging it out for a full minute before finally putting his foot to the floor and shooting ahead.

Scab wobbled around dangerously as he rearranged his clothes, peering back out of the window as the coach disappeared in their wake.

‘I just wish I could have seen their faces,’ he said. ‘What do you reckon they made of that?’

‘They loved it. Be dreaming about you for weeks, guaranteed.’

Scabby beamed and fished another spliff out of his pocket. ‘Celebration time,’ he said as the cab filled with thick sweet smoke.

Turk poured on the gas. He’d get this big bastard up to a hundred if he could.

Just one thing was spoiling the day’s perfection.

‘Eh, Les,’ he yelled. ‘Change the sodding music, will you?’

 



Going down to the start on the top side of the course, Luke tried to put his misgivings about Alan Scott out of his mind. He’d been hired as a professional to do  an honest job and that’s what he would do. He had enough to think about for the moment with the race ahead. Beverley wasn’t an easy place to ride, with its up-and-down track and tight bends. If you weren’t drawn close to the rail on the sprint course you might just as well stay at home. On the round course you needed plenty of luck in running, unless you were drawn high and on a front runner - but even then you had to be careful to judge the pace right.

Luke’s experience here so far was limited to sprints, and this race, over a mile and a quarter, was the first time he’d be taking on the round course. He’d walked it an hour ago and he’d talked the race over with Peter and Ivan and others whose opinion he valued, but none of that would count for much when the stalls opened.

Just ahead of him, heading for the melee of horses at the start, was Sebastian Stone on the race favourite. Seb was often to be found on the favourite, which was as much to do with his reputation as the horse’s. Champion rider for the last two seasons, Seb was the weighing room’s all round top man - top with the punters, top with the press and top with the ladies. Every sport needs a standard-bearer and Seb carried the flag for racing with style. Also, as the winner of five Classics in four seasons, he was swiftly becoming very rich.

Luke counted Seb as a friend, for which many considered him fortunate. As a wet-behind-the-ears sixteen-year-old, Luke had attended a racing school near Doncaster and had been amazed to find  himself sharing a room with Seb Stone. Back then, five years ago, Seb was already on his way to the top but he was too heavy-handed with his whip and, as a consequence, had been sent back to school to mend his ways. That in itself had been a lesson worth learning for Luke.

Seb was one of those whose advice Luke sought and the older man had always been helpful, even when they were riding in the same race. All the same, it wasn’t often Luke finished in front of him.

Luke wondered how Seb would feel if he were in his position, riding for Alan Scott. Would he, too, feel conscience-stricken at accepting employment from a man he had wronged?

Of course he wouldn’t. Luke thought it was likely that Seb Stone didn’t have a conscience at all.

 



Before she took Kingmaker out onto the lane, Jeannette called Mark. She always called him at this time, just after lunch. It wasn’t that she was checking up on him, though if a man was to have a drink, it might well be with his lunch - or instead of his lunch, as it had been when she’d first met Mark. But he wasn’t like that any more. She felt it in the warmth of his body when he knelt by her side in church and she read it in his eyes when they made love. He’d sworn it to her as he begged her to marry him. Alcohol was in his past. They’d go out tonight and indulge their appetites in a restaurant, go to a club and let their hair down, come home and  satiate themselves in bed. All without the help of booze.

But if there was any tiny chance Mark’s resolve might slip, it would be at lunchtime today, when he told the guys at Yarridge Farm that it was his birthday. Peer pressure, the urge to be one of the lads, the salesman’s instinct to please - those would be the factors that could undo him.

‘Yes.’ His voice was clipped. She knew at once something was wrong, though not in the way she feared.

‘Hello, birthday boy.’

‘Oh, it’s you,’ he said, his voice softening. He was in the car. She could tell from the background noise and the hands-free hiss on the line. ‘I’m on my way home.’

‘Is everything OK?’

‘Yarridge has got a new supplier. I’ve lost the contract.’

That was a blow.

‘What a shame,’ she said. ‘Did he give you an explanation?’

‘The other guy offered better terms - that’s what he said. But Yarridge has never liked me. He’s been looking for a reason to blow me out.’

She could hear the anger in his voice. She knew he would have sworn and cursed except that he’d learned she didn’t like profane language. Who said wives couldn’t change their husbands?

‘Don’t take it personally, Mark. It’s the name of the game in selling, isn’t it?’

‘I suppose.’ There was a short pause and Jeannette listened to the sound of the traffic on the line. She could picture the set of his chin as he digested his disappointment and the white-knuckled grip of his hands on the wheel. Big square hands, strong but capable of such gentleness. He spoke again. ‘Who wants the poxy Yarridge contract anyway? I’ll be glad not to flog all the way up there again.’

‘I’m sure there’s nicer people to deal with.’

‘You bet. I’ll have a ring around when I get home. Chase up some new leads. And tonight we’ll paint the town, eh?’

That was better.

‘I can’t wait,’ she said.

‘Any chance you could get away early?’

For a moment she was tempted to say yes. She could skip Kingmaker’s walk, say it had been too wet on the track and blame the broken horse-walker. Or she could get Lucy to do it. But the horse’s welfare came first and Lucy was just a kid. Jeannette was not a woman to duck her responsibilities.

‘I’m sorry, Mark.’

The silence on the phone was eloquent. But she knew how to cheer him up. She began to sing ‘Happy Birthday to You’. Her Marilyn Monroe impersonation wouldn’t win prizes but it was the way she’d sung it to him early that morning when she’d woken him with her leg hooked over his hip and her tongue in his ear. He’d liked it then and she could tell he liked it now.

‘You’ll get back as soon as you can, won’t you, Jeannie?’

Of course she would.

As she walked poor old Kingmaker gingerly up the lane, she reflected on what made Mark the right man for her. He wasn’t the most eligible, her mother had made that clear enough. But he was a fighter. He’d been knocked down often in his life but he’d always got up again. She could help him get what he wanted, she was sure of it. She’d carry them both if she had to but she knew it wouldn’t come to that. Jesus wouldn’t allow it.

He was all she’d wanted. A good man at heart who needed her help. That was it, over and above everything else. He needed her. And she wouldn’t let him down.

 



‘Come on, Turk, when we going to get there?’

‘Where?’

‘Barnsley. Like you said.’

‘I dunno, man.’

‘I thought you knew where you were going.’

‘I do.’

‘When we gonna get there then?’

‘You’re like some little kid, you know? Are we there yet, daddy? Relax, we’ll get there. Trust old Daddy Turk.’

Scabby looked far from mollified but he shut his trap for the moment. Turk had seen another side to Scab on this trip. The little creep had more balls than he’d thought - the way he’d decked that driver!  And he had to respect the guy for flashing the coach. The looks on those girls’ faces.

The fact was, Turk didn’t have a clue where they were going. He’d only done a journey in this direction once and that was with his dad, which showed how long ago it had to be. It was six or seven years since the miserable git had buggered off for good. He couldn’t remember much about their trip to see his grandma in Barnsley except his dad had cried on the way there and had bought him Coke and two lots of chips. And his nan had stuffed him so full of cake that he’d been sick all over the front seat on the way back.

Why was he thinking about his dad? Bloody typical. The bastard had been gone half his life and he still couldn’t get him out of his mind.

‘Oh shit, Turk. Look!’ Scab was gesturing to the other side of the carriageway. ‘Police.’

Turk hadn’t seen them but he looked in the mirror and just saw a glimpse of red and white disappearing into the distance.

‘So what?’

‘If there’s one on that side, there could be one over here. They’ll be looking for us, won’t they?’

That was true. And the blue van was too bloody obvious. Might as well wear a sign saying, ‘We’re over here.’

Turk stared at the next set of road signs and knew at once what he had do. The sign said ‘Marshgate.’ Like his surname. It made perfect sense.

He pulled over into the inside lane. The turn-off was just ahead.
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Don’t Touch was drawn fifteen out of sixteen, one off the rail of the right-handed track. This was an advantage at Beverley, giving the inside runners a shorter distance to travel than their rivals on the outside. But this was little comfort to Luke when Don’t Touch missed the break at the start and he found himself stuck behind a wall of horses. It was the worst possible start, especially as Peter Lloyd had impressed upon him that Don’t Touch was just a stayer.

As the ground rose and then began to fall away downhill to the first bend, Luke began to pick his way through the field. Progress was difficult. Gaps opened ahead and then closed too swiftly for him to take advantage, and the runners on the inside clung tightly to the rail, blocking off the shortest progress through the field.

All the same, Don’t Touch was travelling well. He was neat and powerful and had the ability to win. Putting him in a position to take advantage of it, however, was another matter.

The runners were bunched together round the bend, a flowing river of horses and riders. Luke was still trapped in the middle, up against the rail, as the track bottomed out and began to climb to the next bend. From here on it was uphill. He just hoped that the gradient and the sticky ground would begin to take its toll on his rivals.

In front, a group of four blocked his progress. He waited, hoping for a gap to appear, just as he’d been  waiting all the race. But now, for the first time, there was room to get out and go round them.

He steered Don’t Touch wide to the left, away from the rail. He didn’t have a hope of winning the race as there were a couple of horses further ahead of the pack but at least he’d give his mount a chance to stretch out.

Don’t Touch seemed to relish the challenge, finding another gear despite the ground and the gradient. They pulled away from the four on the rail and set off in pursuit of the two runners ahead. The nearest of them was three lengths away entering the last furlong and Don’t Touch caught him comfortably. Now he was just a length down on the animal in first place and poised to swoop past him when Luke felt the horse beneath him falter. It felt like a car about to run out of petrol. Luke could hear the horse gasping for breath. He put his whip down and pushed him towards the line but they were going nowhere and another horse came from behind to deny him second place.

‘Sorry,’ he said to the reception party who had seen him off. ‘I missed the break.’

But the owner was smiling. ‘Never mind. You got him in the frame and that’s good enough for me.’

‘I thought I would win but when I had him in top gear he started choking.’

All eyes were on him, including the big green ones of Alice.

‘We’ll have him home and check that out,’ Alan Scott said. Peter nodded - Luke could see from the  trainer’s expression that the news wasn’t a complete surprise. ‘I’ve no complaints,’ Alan added and clapped Luke heartily on the back.

Luke would have preferred not to find himself liking the man so much but, as he basked in Alice’s smile of congratulation, he reflected that riding for Alan Scott had turned out all right after all.

 



Jeannette reckoned she’d taken Kingmaker far enough. They’d walked about half a mile from the yard along the narrow road, which was sufficient for both their needs. When they got back to the yard she’d turn the horse over to Lucy and make a quick getaway. Maybe she wouldn’t be that late in the end.

She turned the horse round and the pair began to amble homewards.

The horse heard the sound first. He pricked his ears and began tugging on the reins. Then she picked it up - a car engine, sounding clearly now - coming from behind them, back up the lane in the direction of the main road.

The vehicle must be travelling fast. She could hear the screech of tyres and clash of gears. Some of the locals did drive fast down the lane but they knew the road and when to put the brakes on. Visitors tended to motor gingerly along the twisting route. There were several signs alerting them to the possibility of horses on the road.

All the same, Jeannette felt vulnerable. They were on a bend and the hedges were too high to see over, it was impossible to tell what was coming along. But  the sound of a car engine being thrashed was unmistakable.

Kingmaker was twitching with nerves. He seemed to have forgotten his operation and it was all Jeannette could do to hold him. She knew she had to get him off the carriageway, which was barely a car’s width wide. If she could reach the farm gateway they could pull off the road.

The roaring of the engine and squealing of tyres on wet tarmac grew louder by the second. Jeannette was beginning to panic. What on earth was this idiot driver doing?

Kingmaker wasn’t going to wait any longer. His instincts told him he had to run. Jeannette clung tight to the rein, yelling to the horse, but she couldn’t hold him. As he tugged the rein from her grasp and bolted down the road, she toppled forward and fell face down across the lane. The racing engine was almost upon her and she jerked her head round to see blue metal hurtling round the bend.

 



‘Shit! Look out!’

Scab’s warning was redundant. Turk could see the woman for himself sprawling across the road, trying to reach the bank.

He slammed on the brakes and jerked the wheel away from the silly cow. The van hit the opposite verge and veered back across the carriageway straight towards her.

[image: 003]

Jeannette thought she was going to make it. She’d somehow scrambled out of the road onto the steep grass of the bank. But as she tried to pull herself clear, her footing gave way and the howl of the terrible engine was in her ears. ‘Poor Mark,’ was the last thought that flashed through her mind as the van hit her.




Chapter Two

Some people lost themselves in music or the movies, or even in a good book, but Robin Scott only escaped from himself when he had a scalpel in his hand and a life at his fingertips. Even as he gave orders to the nursing team and kept his eye on the hundred and one details that were essential to the success of the operation, his mind was entirely focused on the body of the animal that lay partially dismembered before him.

There are approximately sixty feet of small intestine in the guts of a horse and, in the colic operation he had just concluded, every inch had to be removed from the body and unravelled. He had discovered the blockage, excised the blackened section that prevented food from passing freely, and carefully - very carefully - reconnected the gut. They had laboriously replaced the coils of intestine into the body of the sleeping animal. The entire operation was a procedure that required the precision of a watchmaker and  the strength and stamina of a labourer. Robin loved every minute of the four hours it took to complete.

The fact that things could go wrong - terminally wrong - was what heightened his senses and made him feel like a king when he pulled off a tricky operation. He’d never admitted it to anyone but himself but he enjoyed the power he wielded with his scalpel. Life or death - it lay in his hands. Often, in his job as a vet, he had to choose death and he’d never shrunk from putting an animal down when he had to. But suppose his patients were human? The only reason to terminate a horse’s life was illness or old age; the same did not apply to men or women. There were some people who deserved to be put down. He reckoned he wouldn’t shrink from that task either, if it came to it.

As he cleaned up after the operation, he reflected, as he often did, that he had nearly missed his vocation. Missed it because he’d never been able to control his personal life as he could an operating theatre and because he’d resented living in his brother’s wake. Alan was six years his senior and the age gap had been hard to bridge. His brother’s successes loomed over him like a father’s shadow. When he’d all but given up on his vet’s studies, only Alan’s bullying had kept him going. And the time he’d spent two nights in a French jail after a fight, Alan’s intervention with the court saved him from a longer stay. Then when Alan had recognised Robin’s potential as a surgeon, he had given him the chance  to become someone of worth. Thank God, he had taken it.

Thank you, brother, Robin murmured to himself as he scrubbed his hands. He owed him just about everything.

 



Alice Young swore under her breath as she worked her way through the list of calls Liz had left for her in the office. It was all right for Liz. She had the cast-iron excuse of picking her kids up from nursery school. There was no one dependent on Alice - apart from the patients, customers and staff of the Silston Equine Hospital, that is. Three vets, four nurses, half a dozen part-time ‘consultants’, and the so-called ‘admin team’ - which meant her and Liz. On top of that there were the stable staff who were always roping her into their problems as well.

She’d never intended to be some office manager, even if it was for a horse hospital. She’d been to art school and her father was a painter. Inside, she knew she was a bohemian with a creative path to follow, if only she could discover where it lay. And then there was her race riding. She rode out regularly at Peter Lloyd’s yard where Alan kept his horses and she managed to get seven or eight rides a season. But, however well she did, she was hardly going to make a career out of that either. She was a dilettante, that was her trouble - dabbling here and there without committing herself to one path.

In the meantime, while she was making her mind  up what to do with her life, she was here organising men of brilliance but no common sense, consoling and cajoling unsentimental country people who were soppy about their animals, and generally being the glue that kept Alan Scott’s practice together. That’s what he said anyway, the cunning bugger, whenever she lost it and threatened to leave. And so, here she still was, five and a half years after starting as short-term help.

She heard the rumble of wheels out in the yard. Through the small office window she recognised the middle-aged woman getting out of the driver’s seat of the Space Wagon but not her passenger, a teenage girl in school uniform with a tear-streaked face. She guessed this was Jemma Price whose pony, Mudlark, was currently undergoing an operation for a twisted gut. The animal had been rushed in that morning in some distress and the procedure had been shoehorned into a schedule already disrupted by the absence of the head of the practice. Alan Scott was ‘ill’ and it was all hands on deck in his absence. Thank God for his brother, Robin, the other partner in the business.

After Alice had made the last two urgent calls marked on her list, she made her way to the reception area to see how Jemma and her mother were holding up. As she approached, she could see through the window in the door that the girl had undergone a transformation and was now beaming. There could be only one reason for that - Mudlark must have survived his operation.

She stepped into the room to see that the good news was being delivered by the surgeon himself.

Even in green scrubs and a silly surgical cap pulled tight over his dark curling hair, Robin Scott cut an impressive figure. He had his brother’s square features but there was a warmth in his face that was all his own. He was slimmer than Alan but just as tall and the look in Jemma’s eyes as she gazed up at him was familiar. Alice had seen it in the faces of countless females as they’d listened to his words of comfort or commiseration. They adored him. She’d adored him too, in her way, but she knew too much about his ex-wives and current mistresses to be numbered among those kind of admirers; just as he, she suspected, knew too much about her own minor dalliances with young men who never seemed to quite measure up.

Not that she and Robin hadn’t been tempted. There had been occasions when he’d sought a shoulder to cry on when she’d suspected that a shoulder was not all he was after. And once or twice she’d rung him in the early hours to pour her heart out, looking for more tangible comfort than a voice down the phone. But they’d always drawn back and, in the cold light of day, they both knew that was best.

The sight of Mudlark’s schoolgirl owner gawping at her saviour roused a pang of jealousy in Alice. Give it a couple of years and pretty little Jemma would be just Robin’s type - for a month or two. He was probably filing her features away for the future.  Alice put her resentment down to the fallow patch in her own love life. It had been ages since an interesting admirer had come her way. The most excitement she had these days was riding her horse, Henry, and looking forward to her next race.

The next half-decent guy who asked her out was going to be in luck, she decided.

‘You and your mother have been very brave,’ Robin was saying to the schoolgirl. ‘Obviously we made the right decision to go in at once.’ He made it sound as if the initiative had all belonged to them.

Jemma started to say something but the words wouldn’t come. Instead she threw her arms around him clumsily and planted a fervent wet kiss on his cheek. He held her gently in a fatherly hug and rubbed her back, much as he did to the animals in his care. Horse or human, Alice thought enviously, they all loved his touch.

Mrs Price turned to Alice - looking much more relaxed than when she had accompanied the injured animal to the surgery earlier. ‘I can’t thank you all enough,’ she said. She added softly, as Jemma found her voice and began to jabber excitedly to the vet, ‘I must say I was disappointed when Mr Scott Senior wasn’t available but his brother is a genius.’

Alice could only agree, though she could have elaborated on how close the brother had come to missing his vocation - but that would hardly have been appropriate.

After the Prices had been ushered away to peek at the recovering Mudlark, Alice fixed Robin a cup of coffee. She made it strong. With his brother out of action, Robin’s day in the operating theatre was far from over.

‘We were damn lucky,’ he said as he took the mug from her. ‘Ten more minutes getting to the operating table and he’d have been a goner.’

‘I doubt it was luck. You’re gifted, like Alan.’

‘Do you really mean that?’ His eyes flashed at her; they were an earthy brown but alive with light.

‘I wouldn’t have said it otherwise, would I?’ She suspected him of fishing for further compliments but as she saw him register the rebuke she reminded herself how long he had lived in Alan’s shadow.

‘Sorry,’ he said and took a final gulp of his coffee before tipping the remainder into the sink. ‘I’d better get on with it.’ He turned for the door. ‘Any idea whether he’ll be back tomorrow?’

‘Haven’t you spoken to him?’

Robin shook his head. ‘Do me a favour, will you?’ Alice knew what was coming. ‘Go up to the house and talk to him. He might listen to you. I mean, we all understand the way he feels but he’d do himself more good by being useful to the living instead of moping around over someone who’s dead.’

There was a sting in his tone that took her by surprise.

He saw the look on her face and reached for her hand. ‘Oh God, I’m sorry, Alice. I didn’t mean to be rude about Claire.’

‘It’s OK.’

‘It’s just that you get on with your life. He can’t see past . . . well, you know.’

‘Forget it, Robin. I’ll talk to him, I promise.’

It wouldn’t be the first time she’d talked Alan Scott out of the hole he hid himself in when the grief for his dead wife Claire was too much to bear. And only she could do it because she shared that grief. She had more right to it than him in many ways considering Claire had been her sister.

 



As he sat by himself watching the last of the sunny afternoon bleed into the evening, Alan heard the crunch of footsteps on the path at the back of the house. Silston Hall was a large dwelling for one man and he’d long ago turned half of the building over to accommodation for selected staff at the hospital. But their entrance was through the front; his quarters were at the rear, overlooking the private gardens and the woods beyond. No one came this way by accident. So who had they sent to flush him out?

It would be one of two. He hoped it wasn’t Robin. Much as he loved his brother and, these days, depended on him, there was no room within him at present to feel guilt and make apologies. He’d left Robin in the lurch today. His brother would have borne the burden manfully, and he wouldn’t utter recriminations, justified though he would be. All the same, his presence would be a reproach Alan would rather not face right now.
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