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This book is about an ordinary girl from Birmingham, who liked horses so much she wanted to grow up and run a riding stables. The girl wanted the stables to cater for children and adults with disabilities, additional needs and anyone who needed a friend. (This was because of various good reasons which we’ll get to shortly – hold your horses.)

There would be lots of bumps and obstacles along the way, but the truth of the matter is, there’s no good letting what you think you can’t do slow you down. Because – no matter who we are – there’s always something we can do.

That girl was me and it has been my privilege to run the Park Lane Stables since 2009. Together with my incredible students, colleagues, community and the British public, we have survived, survived and survived again. This is our story.

It is about hope,

about horses,

and about lots and lots of heroes.




PROLOGUE

From the very first moment I sat on a pony, I was hooked. I knew there and then that in the saddle was the place I was meant to be.

We were at a school fete, and amid the crowds and the cake stands and the coconut shy, I spotted the sign which would change my life: ‘Pony rides – 50p’. I was just six years old, and I reckon it was probably the first time I’d seen a pony in real life. You don’t get many horses in suburban Birmingham, which is where I grew up.

Dad gave me a shiny silver coin, and I eagerly approached the pretty chestnut pony, with its stocky legs and shaggy coat. I can still picture her now – how her soft brown eyes were full of kindness, and how she flicked her ears forward in friendly alertness, and gently swished her tail. It was like she was saying hello. I reached out my hand tentatively and touched the pony’s velvet nose. She breathed out in a quick snort and I giggled as the rush of air tickled my hand.

Dad’s 50p bought me a ride which must have lasted no more than ten minutes, to the edge of the school field and back – but I’d never in my life felt so serenely happy as I did perched in that pony’s saddle, the sound of her hooves softly thudding on the grass.

As the ride came to an end, I saw Dad had been joined by Mum and my thirteen-year-old sister Julia, who had her face painted like a butterfly.

‘Look at you!’ Mum called as I approached, pressing her camera to her eye. ‘Say cheese, Nat!’

The photo she took that day, which I still have, captures a life-changing moment. With my long blond hair resting on my shoulders, my face says it all: pure joy.

Dad says that for the rest of the afternoon they couldn’t keep me away from the pony. I begged him for more coins, then patiently queued over and over again for more rides, until he eventually insisted it was time to go home. As our family car pulled out of the school car park, I pressed my nose to the window, trying to catch one last glimpse of my pony friend.

From that day forward, horses became my obsession. Now, I should say I’m not from a horsey family – far from it. Dad was a police officer, Mum was a caretaker and they’d never had riding lessons growing up. I think they both thought my horse fixation would be a passing phase, but if it was, it’s one I still haven’t grown out of.

When we went to the library, the only books I wanted were ones with ponies on the cover. At home, I drew endless pictures of horses, and made up little stories all featuring long adventures involving me astride a trusty steed. Mum stuck the picture of me and the little ginger pony on my bedroom wall and every night I’d stare at it until my eyes got heavy and I fell asleep, dreaming of horses.

Knowing how happy it would make me, Mum and Dad decided to find me some riding lessons. Our urban neighbourhood wasn’t bursting with opportunities, but ever resourceful, Dad found a rescue centre where they took in animals from circuses. They had a few ponies, and the guy that ran the centre kindly agreed to teach me to ride. Every weekend, he would take me out on the roads and I just loved it. Sitting in the saddle of a little albino pony called Noddy, I felt like he and I had become one body, one brain, and together we could do anything or go anywhere.

As the years passed I became more and more horse mad. By the time I was ten I was spending my whole weekends at the rescue centre, mucking out stables and grooming ponies in return for an hour’s ride. For me, it wasn’t really about riding as much as it was about being with the animals. I just wanted to talk to them and stroke them and smell their reassuring horsey scent. As a child, the ponies were the realest friends I had. I was so obsessed with horses that the other kids at school thought I was weird. At break time, I’d linger on the edge of the playground, fiddling with the little pony figurines I always carried around with me. I’d watch the other girls playing pat-a-cake or skipping or whispering in each other’s ears and feel a dull ache in my chest. Occasionally, the boys would hoof a football directly at me, scattering my plastic ponies. My face would burn as I hurried to pick them up, their laughter ringing in my ears. But I’d forget all about the hurt and the humiliation, as soon as I was back alongside the ponies again.

‘You know, life isn’t really about fitting in,’ Mum told me, stroking my hair one evening when I told her how people at school were saying I smelled funny because I spent so much time at the stables. ‘If you’re kind, true to yourself and stay positive even when the world wants to bring you down, you’ll always stand out – and that’s much more important.’

‘I don’t know why I have to go to school,’ I said, burying my face in her shoulder. ‘I just want to have my own stables and spend all day every day with my own horses.’

Mum put her arms around me and drew me closer.

‘If you work hard, Nat, I know you can do absolutely anything,’ she whispered.

Thanks to Mum, I gradually learned not to care what people said. And I had everything else I could ask for: I had my weekends at the stables, a cool big sister, and the unwavering belief of my parents.

But not long afterwards, our little world, like so many others’ before us, got turned upside down. I was still just ten when Mum was diagnosed with cancer. As she spent more and more time in hospital, Dad encouraged me to throw myself into riding in an effort to distract me. He even went so far as to buy me a pony, a gorgeous palomino (golden coat, white mane and tail) called Norman, who I was allowed to keep up at the stable yard.

That pony became my lifeline. I tried to put on a brave face so Dad wouldn’t worry too much, but I was so scared about what was happening to Mum. When Julia turned eighteen, she went off to university and I really missed her. But Norman would always listen when I had nowhere else to turn. I spent whole days holed up in his stable, pouring out my heart and taking comfort in our pony hugs.

I was fourteen when we lost my lovely mum. She’d come home from hospital, because there was nothing more the doctors could do, and died peacefully in her own bed with Dad and her own mother, my nanna, by her side. I can still picture my dad’s pale, stricken face at the top of the stairs, and hear the croak of his voice as he told me: ‘I’m sorry, love, she’s gone.’

I went in to see my mum’s body laid out in the bed, her beautiful dark hair lying on the white pillow like ravens’ wings. As I held her cold hand for the last time, grief punched me hard in the gut and left me struggling for breath. Mum’s absence felt like an overwhelming darkness, and I didn’t know how to find my way through.

Dad seemed to know instinctively what would help his heartbroken, frightened daughter. The day after the funeral he packed a suitcase, rented a horse box and drove us down to Dorset. He booked us into an idyllic B&B on a farm where there were stables for Norman to stay too. Every day we’d gallop over rolling green downs, until my eyes watered and my lungs were clear, and I could finally shake off some of the oppressive weight of my feelings.

While I rode, Dad would go for a walk then get a pint at a pub, before we met in the evening for dinner. Neither of us had the words for how much we missed Mum, but even as we ate in semi-silence, I knew how lucky I was to still have him.

After two weeks on the farm, Dad said it was time we went home and ‘faced reality’. He told me he was going to hand in his notice at the police because the hours as a chief superintendent were too long and he wanted to be there for me. I tried to persuade him not to – Mum had once told me confidently that Dad would be ‘the big boss’ before very much longer – but secretly I was glad that he was going to be around more.

As we drove back home along the motorway, I started to worry about going back to school. I’d always been a misfit, picked on by the other kids, and the prospect of coping without Mum’s hugs to come home to felt too much. Almost as if he could read my thoughts, Dad said: ‘I know there’s going to be tough times ahead, Nat. But you’re brave and strong, and you’ll get through them. Your mum always thought you could do anything – and I do too.’

Dad kept his eyes fixed on the road, which gave me the chance to wipe my own.

‘There’s something in the glove compartment for you,’ Dad went on. ‘I wasn’t sure when to give it to you but, well, maybe there’s never the perfect time.’

Puzzled, I opened the glove compartment. Inside was an envelope with my name written in my grandmother’s handwriting.

‘It’s from your mum,’ said Dad. ‘She was too weak to hold a pen at the end, but she dictated it to Nanna.’

I slit the envelope open and unfolded the paper inside. Mum’s letter spoke of how I mustn’t be sad for her, because she would soon be free from pain. She urged me to always be the ‘happy little girl’ I had always been, and to keep loving Julia and my dad. By the time I got to the part where she said how proud she was of me, I could hardly see the words through the tears that were pouring uncontrollably from my eyes.

At the end of the letter, it said: ‘I know it is your dream to one day have your own stables, and I hope, my darling, that it all works out for you.’ Then she had signed it, in her own frail hand: ‘All my love, Mum.’

I clasped the letter close to my chest, imagining that Mum’s arms were around me in one of her incredible hugs. I knew I’d read it again and again until I knew it by heart – and even that wouldn’t be enough.

That letter has never been far from me since – and neither has the dream which I confided in my mum, and that she believed I could achieve even as she was dying.

That day I vowed that if one day that dream came true, my stables would be a living tribute to my mum – run with kindness, integrity and boundless positive energy.




Part One




CHAPTER ONE

A Shaky Start

To most people, Park Lane Stables didn’t look like much – but to me, the first glimpse of this ramshackle collection of buildings was enough to make my heart beat furiously with excitement.

It was an odd place to find a stables – the squat, whitewashed cottage, adjoining stalls and tiny yard were squeezed in among blocks of flats and Edwardian villas on an ordinary road on the outskirts of London. But in my eyes, there was something about its strangeness which made Park Lane perfect.

‘It’s not going to be as posh as the Monopoly Park Lane, is it?’ my husband Thomas had joked, on the long drive down from Birmingham. It certainly wasn’t. This Park Lane wasn’t the sweeping avenue of posh hotels and billionaires’ mansions to be found in central London. No, it was just a normal street in quiet, residential Teddington, in the city’s south-west. And now, in March 2008, it was about to become our new home.

‘I can’t believe we’re finally here,’ I murmured, squinting through the windscreen of our blue VW Beetle, and trying to imagine the street teeming with eager children, and a horse’s head looking out over the stable door.

The advert for this place, which I’d ripped from a January issue of Horse and Hound, was still clutched in my hand like a talisman. In rather officious, old-fashioned language, it specified: ‘Couple needed to run riding school, Teddington, Middlesex.’ I’d written to the address supplied, and after a tough interview over the phone with the stables’ landlords, Thomas and I had got the job. I had a brief flashback to the magical evening when they’d called to say we’d got it – how Thomas had picked me up and spun me round and round, both of us grinning so hard I thought our faces might break.

For Thomas and me, taking over the stables was a leap into the unknown. We’d given up our jobs at the dental surgery where we’d met, packed up our whole life and driven halfway across the country to have a go at making my dream come true.

I adored Thomas for signing up to my mad scheme – unlike me, he hadn’t spent his entire life obsessed with horses. But since we’d married in 2005, I’d been impressed by what an interest he’d taken in my beloved ex-racehorse, a grey gelding called Prodney, who I kept at a livery yard near to the little house we shared in Birmingham. Thomas would come with me to the yard on Sundays and spend time with the horses – I even persuaded him to get on Prodney a few times. He said he liked the fresh air, the predictable routine of caring for a horse, and the social buzz you got around a stables.

I’d never have thought someone like Thomas would fall for someone like me. He was your classic tall, dark and handsome, whereas I was still a bit of a weirdo who always smelled vaguely of hay.

But somehow, the two of us just worked. Thomas made me happier than I’d ever thought possible – and now, he was about to dive right into this crazy adventure with me.

‘It’s maybe a bit smaller than I remember, but I can totally imagine how good it’s going to look when it’s done up,’ I said now, as Thomas continued to stare out of the car window, a strange expression on his face.

It had been Thomas who had encouraged me to take the plunge once I hit thirty, and study for exams with the British Horse Society. Once I was qualified as a riding instructor, he pored over magazines and newspapers with me, looking for potential stables we could rent.

We had this romantic vision of ourselves on a picturesque farm, surrounded by ponies, me teaching kids to ride while Thomas did all the practical tasks around the yard. ‘It’s definitely got to be better than dentistry,’ Thomas would joke, as we sifted through endless details of acreage and outbuildings. Whenever we spotted a property that looked good, whether it was in Lincoln or Devon, we’d pile into the Beetle and tear off to look at it.

None of them were quite right – until Park Lane. Maybe it was because it reminded me of where I had learned to ride, along the urban roads of outer Birmingham, but there was something about the place that just spoke to me. I loved that it was right in the heart of its community, and had so much potential to reach people outside of the usual horsey circles. The stables came with its own living quarters, and the owners would pay us a wage to look after the horses and run the riding school. I knew it was the perfect place to build the stables of my dreams.

And now, we were finally here. Murphy, our new rescue dog, was thumping his tail on the back seat, keen to get out. We’d only had Murphy, a leggy Labrador-lurcher cross with searching brown eyes, glossy black coat and floppy ears, for two days. Thomas had insisted that moving to the stables was the opportunity to get a pet – and the moment I’d set eyes on gorgeous Murphy, I’d had to agree.

‘Come on then, what are we waiting for?’ I said, giving Thomas a friendly nudge and unclipping my seatbelt. ‘We’ve got a new life to start.’

‘Nat … ’ he began, and I stopped, because his voice sounded like a stranger’s. ‘I’m sorry. I can’t get out of the car.’

‘What do you mean?’ I said, the goofy smile I’d had the whole journey still lingering on my face.

‘I can’t do it, Nat. I’m not getting out of the car. I’m in love with someone else.’

My smile flickered and faded, but I couldn’t quite understand what he was saying. It was like he was speaking another language.

‘Nat. Look at me. Say something, please.’

A thousand thoughts were rushing and colliding in my head, as I tried to grasp what was happening. I thought of the moving van, stuffed with all our shared belongings, whizzing its way down the M40 at this very moment. And the horse box, containing my beloved Prodney, which was following close behind it. Just this morning I’d whispered into Prodney’s alert ears about how happy we’d all be in our new home.

Thomas put his hand on my arm, and at last I turned to face him.

‘You can’t just back out,’ I said quietly, trying to keep my voice steady. ‘Our whole world is packed up. You said you wanted this. We wanted this.’

Thomas sighed, and ran his hand through his ruffled dark hair in that infuriatingly charming way he had.

‘I thought I did. And I’m sorry. I never planned it like this. It’s just that me and Freya … ’

Freya?

‘Wait – you’re telling me you’re having an affair with Freya?’

‘Well, yes, but it’s not an affair, it’s—’

Suddenly, disbelief became white-hot anger. Freya helped out up at the stables where I kept Prodney, a bubbly blond woman who was never out of a crop top. I wrenched open the car door, needing to breathe different air to my faithless husband. I pounded down the street, feeling the blood hammering in my ears.

I could hear his footsteps behind me, hurrying to catch up. I spun round to face him, my blond ponytail whipping over my shoulder. It struck me that we’d been in London for less than five minutes and we’d already found ourselves in the middle of some kind of dreadful scene from EastEnders.

‘For god’s sake,’ I began.

‘Please, let me explain.’

‘Go on then,’ I thundered, feeling red spots rising in my cheeks, but the cogs in my brain were already whirring. All the times Thomas had been ‘painting his mum’s bathroom’ or ‘playing golf with the lads’ over the last few months … I’d been so busy, getting things ready for the big move, that I hadn’t noticed what was going on right under my nose. How could I have been so stupid?

‘Actually, don’t bother,’ I said, feeling like all the wind had been knocked out of me. Thomas was staring at his feet, and I could see exactly how he must have looked as a little boy caught doing something naughty. ‘I don’t want to hear it.’

‘I really am sorry, Nat,’ he said, eyes still on the floor. ‘I never meant to hurt you.’

We stood in silence for several long minutes on that quiet street in Teddington, both of us lost for words. I had been too shocked at first to cry, but now I could feel the tears building up and threatening to blind me. I had pictured today over and over in my mind as I eagerly counted down the days until we moved to Park Lane. Never in a million years would I have thought that this was how it would play out.

‘How could you?’ I said at last, barely recognising my own choked and quavering voice.

Finally, Thomas lifted his chin to look me in the eye.

‘I just … couldn’t help it,’ he shrugged.

I nodded slowly, then walked back to the car, opened the rear door, and helped Murphy jump out, clipping his lead on to his collar.

Thomas followed behind me, jabbering about how we’d sort out our stuff later but I should have whatever I wanted, and it wasn’t too late to pull out of the stables job, but it was up to me to decide what I did next. I didn’t say a word, just handed him the car keys.

‘Oh, right,’ he said awkwardly, seeming to understand what I was trying to say. He got into the driver’s seat and rolled down the window.

‘Goodbye then,’ he said, in a way that I found almost ludicrously calm, given that he’d just detonated a bomb on our entire life. ‘Will you be all right?’

All right? Here I was in a brand new city, where I didn’t know a soul, more than a hundred miles from home. My husband was about to drive back to the arms of a woman I had thought was my friend, wrenching my heart to pieces in the process. Oh, and I had a stables to run – alone.

I didn’t know if I’d ever be all right again. But I’d have to find a way to survive.
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