

    

      

        [image: *]

      


    


  

    Bello:


    hidden talent rediscovered


    Bello is a digital only imprint of Pan Macmillan, established to breathe life into previously published classic books.


    At Bello we believe in the timeless power of the imagination, of good story, narrative and entertainment and we want to use digital technology to ensure that many more readers can enjoy these books into the future.


    We publish in ebook and Print on Demand formats to bring these wonderful books to new audiences.


    

      

        About Bello:

      

      


      www.panmacmillan.com/bello

    


    

      

        Sign up to our newsletter to hear about new releases events and competitions:

      

      


      www.panmacmillan.com/bellonews

    


    

      

        [image: *]

      


    


  

    Jo Bannister


    Gilgamesh


    

      

        [image: *]

      


    


  

    

      Jo Bannister

    


    Jo Bannister lives in Northern Ireland, where she worked as a journalist and editor on local newspapers. Since giving up the day job, her books have been shortlisted for a number of awards. Most of her spare time is spent with her horse and dog, or clambering over archaeological sites. She is currently working on a new series of psychological crime/thrillers.


  

    

      

    


    

      1. The Dark Horse

    


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    It was the first really warm evening of the summer. After dinner we repaired to the drawing-room to watch the sun go down over Foxford Wood. Now we were into May, it was in no great hurry but seemed to hang endlessly over The Brink, bleeding pink and golden streamers through the shot-silk sky.


    The drawing-room windows were Tudor, the original intricate mullions casting shadows of almost oriental complexity across the floor and up the walls. In the cold hard light of day it was clear that the window frames needed attention, that the floor was sagging and the plaster cracked, but the setting sun gave us all rose-tinted vision.


    Besides, pristine or shabby, Foxford was charming—not the biggest, or the grandest, or the oldest, or the most architecturally perfect house I’d ever been in, but far and away the most charming. And besides that, it was the home of two very good friends. Given that Harry was otherwise occupied this evening, I couldn’t think of anything I’d rather be doing than sitting in the Tudor window of Foxford’s charming, threadbare drawing-room, digesting Ellen Aston’s excellent dinner, sipping David Aston’s home-pickled wine, and watching the sun leak water-colours through the sky.


    From the other window, on the front of the house, I could look down over The Brink and the tiles of our house—mine and Harry’s, all but lost among the burgeoning hedgerows a quarter of a mile away—onto Skipley, its first lights out and twinkling dimly, its dark ungracious form lurking in the valley softened by the translucence of the summer evening. It was dark little towns like Skipley, uncompromising in their creation by and dedication to the Industrial Revolution, that gave the Black Country its name. I had never thought to live here or anywhere like here.


    But from the window where I sat, my eye travelled along the side of the old brick byre, across David’s sand school and then along the swell of The Brink, the angularity of the escarpment blunted by time and clothed in the fertile farmland of the Shires, green and gold with the ripening harvest, to the secret shadowy bluff of the woods and beyond across all of Yeoman England to the borders of Wales. Time and scale seemed as nothing in these closing minutes of the day.


    I said, “It doesn’t look Harry’s going to make it now. I’m sorry, Ellen.”


    She smiled, untroubled. “I’m sorry too, but it doesn’t matter. There’ll be another chance. He’d have got here if he could. What was it this time?”


    I winced. All our friends knew the risks of inviting my husband anywhere. They didn’t even get annoyed when he didn’t show, just wondered what had stopped him this time. “A conference in Coventry. Policing the Midlands into the 1990s. In essence, a fifteen-rounds, no-holds-barred, all-in wrestling-match between the Chief Constable and the rest of the force over allocations, priorities, manning levels, and so on. It must have gone the distance.”


    “Take him some chicken pie for his supper.” She went back to the kitchen to make up a doggy-bag. The gesture defined quite neatly the friendship we had developed in the last year: unpretentious, pragmatic and warm. Harry would deem it a real favour that Ellen had sent a piece of her pie in compensation for missing dinner, and I did too.


    I said to David, “So what’s the next step for the Lester Piggott of the eventing world?”


    He grinned, a dry little grin that arched the sandy brow over one green eye. “The eventing world doesn’t have any Lester Piggotts. The only people who make real money out of it are the feed merchants.”


    “But the glamour!” I exclaimed, winding him up a little, I admit it.


    “Oh yes, there’s that,” he agreed. “There can be few more glamorous experiences in this world than walking two miles home with your boots full of pondweed in pursuit of a horse that has just upended you in two feet of lake water in front of several thousand people. And the TV cameras. Julian Seaman had an interesting cock-up once, and the BBC started ‘Grandstand’with it fifty-three consecutive times.”


    “Well,” I said, “if it isn’t profitable and it isn’t glamorous, you’ll hardly care whether you get going to the world championships or not.”


    “If you believe that,” said David, “you’ll believe anything.”


    Actually, apart from Cyril Smith, no one was less likely to be mistaken for Lester Piggott or any flat-race jockey. He was a tall man, as tall as Harry, with long strong limbs and powerful muscles across his shoulders, and he walked like one of his horses, with long, free, mile-eating strides. Sun and wind had bleached his hair and faded his green eyes like an old cowboy’s and creased up the skin of his face, and now the eyes and the creases and the broad friendly mouth fell into a happy grin of their own volition.


    “The next thing is to finish a couple more events in good shape—in the top four, say, and still with a leg at each corner. The long list will be reduced to a short list after Gatcombe in August, and if we’re still on that, we lie, cheat, steal, crawl, and, if absolutely necessary, jump some fences to keep in with the selectors. There’ll be a training session, and then they’ll announce the team. If we’re on it, we celebrate and start worrying in earnest. If not, we make loud remarks in beer tents about how the selectors are related to all the men on the team and having relations with all the women.”


    The phone rang. David answered it and exchanged greetings; then he put a hand over the mouthpiece and grimaced at me. “It’s one of my owners. I owe her a report on her horse, and then we need to talk about what we aim him for next. I’ll take it in the study; I have the schedules and my diary and everything in there. Can you give me a moment and then hang up?”


    I took the receiver from him. “Don’t worry, your home brew is safe with me.” It was too. I waited for the click on the line and hung up.


    Ellen came back with a tray of coffee and a substantial parcel. “I could put what’s left of the wine in,” she said doubtfully.


    “Serve him right,” I agreed.


    She giggled. “Yes, it really is pretty vile, isn’t it?”


    “I hope this works out for David,” I said. “He deserves it; he’s worked hard.”


    “They all work hard. There’s also a big element of luck: the right horse at the right time. Even then it can all go wrong. Horses come apart easier than most things, and they’ve a nasty habit of saving a really good big knee or sprained tendon for the week before the big event.”


    “Hush,” I said, glancing uneasily at the ceiling. “Somebody’ll hear you.”


    Ellen shrugged. “It’s just another of the risks you take in this business. Everyone has at least one hard-luck story; some people have runs of misfortune you can hardly believe are coincidence. David lost an event once when his horse, which had led after dressage, gone clear across country under the time allowed, and passed the vet next morning, tripped over a Jack Russell and pulled a ligament on its way out to the show-jumping. The disappointments are just part of the game; you have to grin and bear them.”


    I shuddered. “I don’t think I could cope with that sort of uncertainty. Fortunately it doesn’t matter, because I couldn’t do any of the rest of it either.”


    “You just have to enyoy it while it lasts and accept that it won’t last for ever. All the same, it’s hard when the bubble bursts. Do you know the Fanes at Standings, who David bought his horse from?”


    I nodded. I knew them a little, the retired colonel and his striking daughter.


    “Three or four years ago Sally seemed one of the best young prospects in eventing. She had a good horse that chalked up several good results in a row, a couple of top yards were offering her rides, and the smart money said she’d ride for her country before she was twenty-five. Then the bubble burst. Her good horse ran into some back trouble and had to be rested for a year. She had no young hopeful ready to fill in, and when Pasha was no longer winning big prizes at important events, the owners who’d been so keen on her riding for them lost interest and went courting riders whose names were in this month’s papers, not just last month’s.


    “She never really recovered from that. The next year Pasha was fit again, but he was already past his prime and no one ever offered her another chance on a really good horse. Mostly what she does now is break horses and bring them out as novices; she still competes, but not at David’s level, I think mostly it’s for fun. It’s a nice enough life; she seems to enjoy herself, but it’s not what any of us expected for her. That’s what it’s like, literally not knowing what tomorrow’s going to bring. That’s what keeps us all glancing over our shoulders and checking our insurance policies.”


    It was as if a cold air had moved through the room. I had thought my business a shade on the precarious side, but I didn’t begin to understand what living dangerously was about. I shook off the momentary oppression. “The horse he got from the Fanes: is that the one they’re considering for the world championships?”


    “The big bay bastard, that’s right. He’s the best horse David’s ever had, and quite the least likeable.”


    We drank the coffee. Ellen took a cup to the study. The roseate sun lowered itself slowly onto the ragged head of Foxford Wood, a little like a reluctant fakir trying out a new bed of nails. Against the glowing disc the treetops stood out preternaturally clear and close, like moss seen through a raindrop.


    The phone said “ding” as David put it down, but he clearly wasn’t finished yet. We could faintly hear him busy behind the thick wall—the rattle of a filing cabinet, then a crack and a clatter as if the books piled high on his desk had all gone flying at once.


    “I wish,” Ellen said thoughtfully, “that David would tell Mrs. Cooper that her horse will never be better than a decent one-day-eventer, instead of letting her persuade him to enter it for things it isn’t up to and then taking out his frustration on the furniture.”


    We waited for David to return, but patently he was still struggling on the horns of his dilemma. At least he was doing it quietly now. Well, more quietly: a dull clang reached our ears and we both grinned.


    After another minute I stood up. “Listen, I’d better make a move. Ellen, it was a lovely dinner, but I’d have been happy to celebrate David’s news with a hamburger. I’ll just stick my head in on the way past and say goodnight.”


    I forgot the doggy-bag. Ellen went back for it. I opened the study door. “I’m just on my way, David. Listen, I do wish you every—”


    It hadn’t been David’s books hitting the floor; it had been David. He lay sprawled in front of the desk, his long legs entangled with those of his upturned chair. He was mostly on his face, and the breeze through the French window stirred his sandy hair. There was a round mark, black and red, in the small of his back.


    “Jesus Christ!” Shock kicked me back nearly twenty years to when I was a young casualty officer faced with my first gunshot wound. Now as then my first thought was not for what had happened but for whether I’d be able to cope. Now, as then, I had to push myself to take the first step towards assuming responsibility for the hurt and hurting man.


    I dropped on my knees beside him. “David, can you hear me?”


    He wasn’t unconscious, but nor was he that far off. His eyes were stretched, glazed and vacant. The fine dew of sweat on his face was nothing to do with the warmth of the evening. His skin felt cool to the touch.


    His eyes crept round to my face. “Clio?” His voice was weak and breathy, and he sounded surprised to see me. “What happened?”


    “An accident,” I lied. “Lie still, love, we’ll soon sort you out.”


    There was virtually no bleeding from the hole in his back. I passed my hand under his belly but found no evidence of an exit wound. If he wasn’t bleeding, I didn’t want to move him any more than that.


    I yelled, “Ellen, get in here.” My voice cracked in a not wholly professional fashion. But then, bullet wounds weren’t my profession any more, or only in a way.


    I couldn’t spare the time to watch her face when she came in with Harry’s supper and saw her husband lying there like a felled tree. I heard her gasp, but by then I was on the phone.


    In gaps while I was put through, I said, “Get a blanket. Nothing too heavy, but we need to keep him warm. Hold his hand, but don’t let him try to move. It’s all right, the ambulance will be here in ten minutes.” In fact, the ambulance was there in five, but it still wasn’t all right.


    With the emergency services on their way, I went back to my patient. There wasn’t that much I could do for him. He needed no help with his breathing, which was free enough if stressed and shallow, and his pulse was rapid and thready but essentially competent. I didn’t think there was significant bleeding inside or out. I didn’t think his life was in any immediate danger. For all my experience and expertise, I couldn’t do more in that particular situation than anyone could have done: keep him warm and comfortable until the ambulance arrived, and reassure his wife, crouching white-faced over his long, still, tumbled body.


    And try to fight back the rage that was growing in me, the towering rage at what had been done to my friend while he sat defenceless and unsuspecting with his back to the window, the impotent fury at what had been done to him in his own home, on one of the best days of his life, while I had sat only the width of a thick wall away but quite powerless to prevent it.


    There would be a time for anger, but not now with the man still lying brokenly on his study carpet and his wife looking in shock for some kind of explanation, which I didn’t have, or help which I couldn’t offer. Everything I could do I had already done; all that was left to do was wait.


    I have never been good at waiting.


    I started to my feet. “Stay here, Ellen. I’ll go meet the ambulance, bring them round the side. Try not to be frightened; it doesn’t look too bad.” It was the truth but not the whole truth. It didn’t look too bad for a gunshot wound to a man’s back, but there are no good ones.


    I went out through the French window and jogged round the side of the house. To be honest, it wasn’t the ambulance I was looking for. To be entirely honest, I don’t know what I was looking for. If I’d thought there was any danger of meeting the gunman in the dusk, I’d have found an urgent reason to stay with my injured friend and lock all the doors and windows as well.


    But I did see him. At least, I saw—momentarily silhouetted against the glow of the dying sunset—a figure I took to be the man who had shot my friend David through his own French windows, and he was bent low and scuttling across the top end of the sand school towards the thick thorn hedge between the cross-country field and the wood.


    It was only a moment before the dark figure disappeared against the greater darkness of that big old hedge, and could have gone up the line of it towards the wood or round the back of the byre and up through the yard towards the lane. But for that moment my eye held frozen a picture of a bulky, shapeless form running bent almost double over the long, thin thing I took to be the gun. I opened my mouth to shout after him, but only a whisper came out. I couldn’t tell if he knew I was there or not. After a moment, I could no longer tell if he was there or not.


    And after only a minute longer I heard the two-tone siren of the ambulance coming up the hill from Skipley, growing swiftly from faint beginnings to a banshee howl as it cornered the gatepost. It crashed to a halt with a spitting of gravel and two men jumped out with a stretcher.


    Ellen went with the ambulance. I stayed behind to talk to the police.


    The first car arrived just behind the ambulance. John Martin was the senior detective. We greeted one another with the slightly embarrassed rectitude of two people who last met in a singing conga line at Skipley Policemen’s Ball.


    “Harry wasn’t back, then?”


    “We took a swing round your house on the way up. He’d just got in; he’ll be along in a minute.” He looked round the study, not in microscopic detail with a magnifying glass but by pivoting slowly on his heel in the centre. I saw him register the fallen chair and the open window. He was the only policeman I ever knew who didn’t look at least as much like a policeman in plain clothes as he had in uniform. With his wide, permanently wrinkled forehead and nondescript little moustache, he looked exactly like a local-authority parks superintendent.


    “What happened?”


    I told him what I had heard and what I had seen. Even if the crouched and running figure was indeed the gunman, it amounted to very little. I had heard a rattle, a crack, a clatter, and a clang, and seen a dim figure run for the cover of the hedge.


    “Was the French window open before the shooting?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Did they speak, or did he fire first?”


    “I didn’t hear.”


    “Is there anything missing, do you know?”


    “I don’t, John, I’m sorry. I’ve been in here before, but I couldn’t say—”


    But there was something different, even though it took me a minute to realise what. There was too much wall showing. “There used to be a picture over the desk there. An old brown thing—a horse, of course. I couldn’t swear it was there this evening. They may have taken it down, for cleaning or something. You’d need to ask Ellen.”


    “A picture. About how big?” He watched with growing scepticism while my outstretched arms sketched dimensions. “I imagine you’d have noticed if your running man had been carrying something that size.”


    “I would, and he wasn’t. Listen, shouldn’t you set up roadblocks or something?”


    “I should,” he said heavily. “And I have. How long after the shooting did we get your call?”


    “It must have been a few minutes. Neither of us—Ellen or me—realised it was a shot. It was only when I went to leave that I found—” I swallowed. “But if the man I saw was the gunman, he was still here after I called. I’m sorry, I don’t know which way he went.”


    “Never mind; by then we had cars in the area. They may have him boxed up, even if they don’t know it yet. If they find his car, we’ll be getting somewhere. I don’t suppose you heard a car?”


    “Sorry.”


    The gravel spat again and it was Harry. He looked as though he’d had a hard day, and it wasn’t over yet. “Are you all right?”


    “I’m fine,” I said somewhat testily. “It wasn’t me that got shot.”


    He checked with John Martin what had already been done and discovered. He had me go over my meagre contribution again. Then he nodded. “OK. Well, I don’t think there’s much more you can do here. Do you want to go on down to the hospital? I dare say Ellen could use the company.”


    Outside the last of the sun had gone, and as I walked to my car, the last of the afterlight died out of the sky. We looked as if we were in for a long, dark night


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Skipley General Hospital squatted in brick and Nissen-hut confusion at the foot of The Brink, beside the ring road. As I drove down the hill the street-lights greeted me, twinkling pink and prettily in the dip. It was the closest Skipley ever got to picturesque.


    The girl at reception remembered me. “Dr. Rees, isn’t it?”


    It wasn’t any more, on either count, but I didn’t trouble to update her. “I’m looking for Mrs. Aston. Her husband was admitted with a gunshot wound.”


    She nodded. “She’s in matron’s office.” Since the Sex Discrimination Act, hospitals don’t have matrons; they have chief nursing officers and the like, but chief nursing officers always live in matron’s office. “There’s a policeman with her.”


    There was something very faintly objectionable about the way she said it. I think she’d remembered that last time I was in this hospital I got their pathologist arrested. I found a condescending little smile and ran it up the flagpole. “That’s all right, I’m broadminded.”


    Ellen looked up when I opened the door, with that same compound of hope and fear that used to tear me up when I worked in hospitals. She thought I was bringing her news, and half of her wanted it quickly in case it was good and the other half didn’t want it at all for fear it was bad.


    “It’s only me, Ellen.” I went quickly and sat down beside her.


    She had half risen at the sound of the door, twisting up out of her seat. Now she dropped back into it, her hands falling into her lap, her head bowed, her shoulders folded round her breasts. Her fair hair was tangled, her face a desolation, bereft even of tears. It seemed incredible that only an hour had passed since she and I had been giggling over David’s wine.


    Sergeant Ross nodded me an acknowledgement from the desk on which he had parked his posterior. He was the ideal relative-sitter, a policeman with all the vital attributes of a teddy bear.


    I said to him, “Any news?”


    He shook his head. “He’s in theatre at the moment. We’re just waiting to hear how he got on.”


    I nodded. There was no point in probing for details with Ellen there. The full picture would come later. For the moment, I knew all I needed to do my job, which was not David but his wife. I took one of her hands and held it, saying nothing. After a few minutes she turned towards me, also without speaking, and buried her face in my sleeve, and clung to my arm as to a lifeline, while great racking sobs tore out of her throat.


    I held her tight while the storm peaked and began to pass. After that we just leaned together on the settee, our arms round one another, because the comfort of touch was all that either of us had to offer. For Ellen it was little enough. She was a woman of twenty-seven with a run-down farm, a big run-down house, and all her energies and commitment invested in a business that made no sense without David; and David, if he lived, would likely be a cripple all his days. If he couldn’t ride. I didn’t see how they could keep Foxford, so Ellen was going to lose her home as well.


    The door opened again, and this time it was news. Grace Markham had been the surgeon: that was good news in itself. She had come straight from theatre, pausing only to shed her gown and gloves.


    “The operation went very well,” she told Ellen. “The bullet’s out, and he seems to be responding well. I think he’s out of danger. He’s a strong, fit young man; you’ll be surprised how quickly he starts recovering.


    “What we can’t know yet,” she went on in the same careful tone, steering a cautious way round the shoals of premature optimism and undue despair, “is exactly how much damage has been done. The spine is affected, but the spinal cord appears to be intact. I think we have to expect an initial paralysis below the waist, but I’m hopeful it will be only temporary. It could last a matter of days or a few weeks; it could last months and still right itself eventually; or there could be some permanent loss of function.


    “I’m sorry I can’t be more definite. We’ve learned a lot about treating spinal injuries, but we still find it very difficult to make an accurate early prognosis. All I can tell you is that I’ve seen people with worse injuries walk out of my office, and one ran.”


    It was about all she could say. The fact that doctors are gradually accepting that patients and their families have a right to be told what’s happening to them is good but no answer to the fact that sometimes doctors don’t know. She had told us the best and the worst. Only time would supply the truth.


    Ellen said, “Can I see him?” Her voice was full of tears, but for the moment I think all she knew or cared about was that she still had a husband, not a funeral to arrange.


    Grace smiled. She looked tired. I doubt if there are many occupations more physically, mentally, and emotionally draining than surgery. “Just a peep. He won’t know you’re there, not yet; come back in the morning when he’s feeling a bit more human.”


    I gave her five minutes, then went to post-op to collect her. She was standing in the corridor, watching through a glass screen. I don’t know what she could see: all I could see was a confab of monitors chattering over a vaguely human shape under a blanket. If I hadn’t known, I don’t think I’d have recognised it as David.


    That hit harder than I expected. I’d seen a lot of vaguely human shapes under blankets in my time, and quite a few under shrouds, and mostly I had seen them in terms of treatment proceeding or failed. This wasn’t the first time I had seen a friend in this position either, but it was still revealing how very different it felt to be personally rather than professionally involved. It was a reminder, and a reminder was sometimes necessary that all those vaguely human shapes that held a professional interest for people like me represented a personal disaster to their families and friends. Alienation is something doctors have to fight against, even ex-doctors.


    I had told Sergeant Ross that I would take care of Ellen. When I had her installed in the car, I asked where she wanted to go.


    She thought abstractedly for a moment. “Home?” It was more a question than a decision.


    I started the engine. “Yes, I think we should go there first. Harry will want to know how David is, and how you are. He may have some questions for us too. After that, you have three choices. You can stay at Foxford, though from experience I suspect you’ll have the patter of size-11’s round the place most of the night. I can drive you over to your mother’s. Or you’re very welcome to come to us for the night. Harry’s going to be tied up till tomorrow, so I’d be glad of the company. But it‘s just up to you, what you feel like doing.”


    She thought for a minute. Covertly I watched her face. Already she was getting some sense of balance about what had happened, a perspective. What had happened was profoundly shocking—to me, and so inevitably much more to her—perhaps particularly because of the utter pointlessness of it. No one gets shot for a Victorian hunting print and the sort of money David would have had in his cash-box. But already Ellen was finding ways of dealing with it. Perhaps she was facing the future; perhaps she was postponing that until she knew more of what the future held. Whatever, she was back in control.


    I had known her a little over a year. I had valued her friendship, enjoyed her warmth, her spontaneity, her pragmatic sense of humour. I had known that under the well-scrubbed good looks, like a cover girl for Horse & Hound, she was a sensible woman. I had not until now realised how strong a woman she was. In the split second of a bullet’s flight her life had changed. Perhaps she didn’t yet know how radically. But she’d cope with it. Ellen Aston might be down, but she sure as hell wasn’t out.


    “No, I want to be home,” she said. She managed a smile. “I’ll put up with the Harry Marsh Formation Clumpers. I’ll phone Ma from there, let her know what’s happening. Clio, can I push your kindness a bit further? Will you stay over? Just tonight. I don’t want to have breakfast alone tomorrow.”


    I squeezed her hand, glad to be able to help. “Of course I’ll stay. Can I have the four-poster?”


    “If you don’t mind sharing it with twelve generations of woodworm.”


    We were back at Foxford just after midnight. The place was lit up like a Christmas tree; there seemed to be a light burning in every room. Policemen were distributed almost as liberally.


    I left Ellen in the drawing-room calling her mother, and went to look for Harry in the study. I didn’t want Ellen following me in there. Scenes of crime tend to be bloody, and even more than the blood and the chalk marks, the immediacy of the sorroundings, their very familiarity, is an unexpectedly forceful reminder of what has happened. I thought I was over the shock, but David’s chair still on its side in front of the desk where he had fallen with an intruder’s bullet in his back knocked the wind out of me all over again.


    “Harry, we’re back.”


    He looked round. Now he was working, he seemed to have got his second wind. The greyness had gone out of his face. “Clio? How’s David?”


    I made a helpless little shrug. I didn’t really know how to answer. “He’s alive. He seems to be out of danger.”


    “Good.” Harry was watching me closely. He knew there was more.


    “His spine’s damaged. They can’t say how badly. He may walk again. He may ride. But Harry, I don’t think he’ll ever ride competitively again.”


    I heard the catch in my voice and turned away. If there’s one thing a Detective Superintendent needs less at the scene of a shooting than his own wife, it’s his own wife blubbing on his sleeve. I’d spent the guts of two hours being strong for Ellen; now I needed someone to be strong for me. But it couldn’t be Harry, or not here and now.


    He made a moment for me though, his great bear’s arm round my shoulders steering me back into the hall. “Come on, love. The main thing is he’s going to be all right.”


    “All right? What does that mean?” I was tired, not far from tears, and taking it out in anger. “He’s alive. He’s paralysed from the waist down. He may get some use in his legs, he may not, but he’s never going to have the strength and sensitivity to do his job again.


    “At ten o’clock last night he was in contention for a place on the British team at the World Three-Day Event Championships. After this, he may manage a morning’s cub-hunting if the MFH takes things easy, but he’s never again going to ride a class horse at speed over an international course. It’s over. If he still has a career, it’s going to be training other people to ride in competition. All right? Well, he isn’t going to die of what’s been done to him. But it isn’t going to leave him much of a life either.”


    I had forgotten where I was, had let my voice rise in bitter stridency. They could probably have heard me in the attic. Ellen could certainly hear me in the drawing-room. She came out now, and if she was pale, she was also composed. She took my hand much as I had taken hers a couple of hours before.


    “Clio, I know what this means. It probably means the end, near as damn it, of the life we’ve had. It’s been wonderful, for both of us, but there are other lives; if we can’t find one that suits us, we’ll make one. We have our home and our farm; but even if we have to give them up, we’ll still be all right. My husband is alive. You don’t know him as well as you imagine, Clio, if you think that David in a wheelchair is going to be a cripple.”


    She made me ashamed. I couldn’t look at her.


    She patted my arm. “Harry, I’m just making some coffee. Have you time for a cup?”


    The drawing-room was an oasis of calm. With the door shut you could almost forget the activity all around The thick walls and the thick old windows kept it at bay. Forgetting the reason for it was harder.


    Over his coffee Harry said, “What did you hear, Ellen?”


    “Almost nothing,” she said. Remembering filled her eyes and thickened her voice. “A noise—a crack?—and something falling. I thought he’d knocked something over; I didn’t even go to see what. It was only when Clio was leaving, minutes later—” She couldn’t go on.


    There was no need to. Harry knew what had happened when I went to leave. He asked gently, “Did you hear the other noise?”


    “Other noise?” She thought for a moment. “There was another noise, more from the yard than the house. Metallic—like a horse kicking an oil drum.”


    “Could it have been one of the horses?”


    “I don’t think so. They were all bedded down then, and there’s nothing metallic in the stables for them to kick against.”


    “What else could it have been?”


    She tried to think. Nothing came. “I’m sorry, Harry, I hardly noticed it. We were talking, I wasn’t paying any heed to the yard. I didn’t know it would matter.”


    “Of course not, how could you? Don’t worry, you’re doing fine. The next thing is going to be working out what’s been stolen. When you’ve finished your coffee, I’d like you to come into the study and have a look round. He doesn’t seem to have been anywhere else, though we’d better make sure. The cash-box is empty. The desk drawers have been forced and obviously rifled. Was there anything of value in the study?”


    “Apart from my husband?” She said it with a smile. “Yes, but it wouldn’t fit in the cash-box, even though £37 and change left a fair bit of space. Is the painting gone?”


    Harry looked at me. “Clio said there used to be a picture in there. Well, it’s gone now. Was it valuable?”


    “I imagine so,” said Ellen. “It was a Herring.”


    I blinked at her. “Pardon?” I could not, of course, hear the capital letter.


    “John Frederick Herring,” she explained. “You know, the racehorse man. He painted every Derby winner between 1827 and 1849, and every St. Leger winner from 1815 to 1846. Gilgamesh was a great Thoroughbred stallion of the 1850s; that painting was one of the last commissions Herring accepted. He died in 1865.”


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    So that was it. David Aston had been put in the hospital and his career ended not by a real horse, full of pride and good living, trying to jump higher or further or faster than nature intended, which was something that they all risked, but by a horse of oils and canvas, under a dirty varnish, that had run its last race more than a century ago and then been immortalized for its doting owners.


    I must have seen it a dozen times, chatting to David while he made up his entries and wrote cheques to his feed merchant or ambling after Ellen while she whizzed round with a duster, but I’d never really noticed it. Certainly I had never appreciated it. All that came to mind now was an overall impression of brownness: a brown horse in a brown landscape under a brown varnish in a brown frame. It hadn’t looked valuable. It hadn’t looked like anything much.


    At least not to me, but then I was a Londoner until I married Harry; matters rural, and particularly equine, were a closed book to me. Soon after I met Ellen, she invited me to Badminton to watch David ride, and I’m sure it was all very impressive, but the only truly memorable part of the experience for me was the mud. You wouldn’t believe how much mud there was. Several corgis disappeared in it and were never seen again.


    “Was it insured?” asked Harry.


    “Oh yes,” said Ellen. “I don’t know for how much, but it’s on the inventory of effects that came to David with the house. I don’t know how long it’s been in the family, but I know David’s grandfather had it. Is that what they came for, do you think?”


    “They?”


    “They, he—whoever. Is that why David was shot?”


    “It rather looks that way, doesn’t it?” I hadn’t been married to Harry Marsh for fifteen months without knowing when he was hedging. “It’s not the first burglary on The Brink this year. Standings was turned over back in January.”
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