

[image: ]





 
 
 
 
Deadly Finish
 
 
JOHN FRANCOME
 
 
headline
www.headline.co.uk




 
Copyright © 2009 John Francome and Mike Bailey

 

 
The right of John Francome and Mike Bailey to be identified 
as the Authors of the Work has been asserted by them in accordance 
with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 

 
Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, 
this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, 
in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing 
of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, 
in accordance with the terms of licences issued 
by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

 

 
First published as an Ebook produced by Jouve Digitalisation des Informations

 

 
All characters in this publication are fictitious and any 
resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

 

 
Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

 

eISBN : 978 0 7553 8107 4

 

 
This Ebook produced by Jouve Digitalisation des Informations

 

 
HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP 
An Hachette UK Company 
338 Euston Road 
London NW1 3BH

 

 
www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk




Table of Contents

 


Title Page

Copyright Page

 


Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

 


Epilogue




Praise for John Francome’s previous novels:

 

‘A taut and twisting plot gallops along all the way to the finish line’ Daily Express
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‘The racing feel is authentic and it’s a pacy, entertaining read’ Evening Standard

 

‘Francome has produced his best thriller by far. An action-packed storyline that gallops to a thrilling end’  Racing Post

 

‘Mr Francome is a natural storyteller’ New York Times

 

‘A murky brew that Francome keeps bubbling nicely ... the background to the skulduggery is completely persuasive’ Good Book Guide

 

‘Look out, Dick Francis, here’s Francome riding another winner’ Peterborough Evening Telegraph

 

‘Mr Francome adeptly teases to the very end and cleverly keeps a few twists up his sleeve until the closing chapters’ Country Life




Chapter One

June

The train crossed the river twice on the way into London. Why should that be? Mariana wondered. Then she remembered that Ascot was west of the city and the Thames lay like a wriggling snake across the map, looping and doubling back in a way that confused even English natives, which she wasn’t. Seven years’ residence in a country didn’t make you one of those.

She shook thoughts of rivers and snakes from her head and reached for the hand of the man by her side, a tall Yorkshireman, awkwardly trussed up in a morning suit, a top hat perched on his pinstriped knee. He grinned and eagerly returned the pressure of her fingers. A pang of fierce emotion gripped her. She’d promised herself not to fall in love again - it hurt too much when it went wrong. But love was not ordained by logic and what she felt for this particular man broke all the rules she’d laid down for herself. Not even Emile had ruled her heart the way Simon now did. The idea of soon being married to him would  have thrilled her - if she wasn’t petrified it would never happen.

There was an air of barely suppressed gaiety in the carriage. Most of the passengers were returning from the first day of the Royal Ascot meeting, early birds who had cut out before the last race of the afternoon in order to beat the rush. Many of them carried winnings in their pocket, a substantial lunch in their bellies and more than enough champagne in their veins to keep laughter ringing out. The fact that all were gussied up to the hilt in tailcoats and extravagant summer dresses, with headgear to match, added to the party atmosphere.

Only the man sitting opposite Mariana looked less than enchanted. And Mariana knew that she was the reason. She smiled at him, playing the one card in her life that never failed - her golden Brazilian beauty. But Simon’s uncle stared back at her without sympathy, his flinty grey eyes immune to her charm.

Anger flared within her and she quickly looked away. How had he found out? Had someone come to him with information or was it just his natural suspicion that had led him to investigate her story?

Whatever the reason, the man had her measure and she was running out of options. The one she preferred right now was to smash the carriage window and, like some super-powered action heroine, hurl Simon’s beloved Uncle Geoffrey out of the speeding train to his death in the river below.

 

Simon savoured the journey into London in a tipsy glow of well-being. The sun was shining on a brilliant summer afternoon, he was with the two people he  loved most in his life - and he had just witnessed the most important winner of his career.

On the face of it, few casual followers of the Flat racing season would have been surprised to see that Willowdale Stables of North Yorkshire had saddled a winner on the first afternoon of Royal Ascot. Willowdale had been winning high-class races for three decades but for the best part of that time Simon’s father had been in charge.

As Aquiline had crossed the line ahead of the other nineteen runners in the six-furlong Coventry Stakes, his uncle had grabbed Simon in a hug that concertinaed the breath from his lungs. ‘Just think what your father would say,’ he’d blurted into Simon’s ear.

‘Did Dad ever win the Coventry?’ he’d asked once he’d freed himself from his uncle’s grip.

‘Never. And he tried often enough. It was about the only decent race he didn’t win here, mind.’

It was tough to follow a legend. Philip Waterford had built Willowdale from scratch and turned it into the best training yard for Flat horses in the north-east. For thirty years he had sent out horses in the peak of condition to compete at courses throughout the British Isles and, in the latter stages of his career, all over the world. Phil had saddled runners in the Breeder’s Cup, the Melbourne Cup and the Arc de Triomphe - which he won twice. Add to that a Derby win and a plethora of victories in Group 1 races and the task of succeeding his father would have daunted men less prone to intimidation than Simon.

A journalist who pounced on Simon after the presentation lost no time in bringing up Phil’s name. ‘I suppose your thoughts are with your father at this moment.’

‘I think of him all the time,’ Simon said. ‘To be honest, I feel a bit of an impostor.’

By his side, Geoff had raised a quizzical eyebrow. As the journalist turned away, he said, ‘Don’t do yourself down, son. There’s no guarantee even Phil would have got that horse here in the shape you did.’

Simon supposed there might be some truth in that. Aquiline was as temperamental as he was quick over the ground. He had taken special handling in the months leading up to this moment. But, as with anything to do with horses in a yard, it had not been him alone who had put in the time. Though he was the boss, training was a team effort. One member of the team in particular sprang to mind - as she invariably did.

‘Where’s Mariana?’ he asked. He looked around for the distinctive figure of his fiancée. At an inch under six feet in a sunshine-yellow dress and a riot of blond shoulder-length curls that no hat could obscure, Mariana was easy to spot. Since she’d exploded into his life, she’d amazed him in many ways - not least in her knowledge and rapport with horses. She gave Aquiline a daily massage, led him out for picks of grass and sought other ways to calm his erratic nature. If anyone deserved special credit for today’s performance, it was her. But she had refused to stand on the dais by his side for the presentation or to pose for the photographs that followed. Her modesty was admirable but Simon thought it misplaced, though in the press of events he’d had no chance to persuade her otherwise.

‘She’s with Jeremy.’ Geoff indicated behind Simon where a group of race-goers was assembled around  Aquiline’s owner. Even over the chatter of the excited throng wine-merchant Jeremy Masterton’s voice could be heard, flowing in an effortless public school drawl as he held court. He cut a handsome figure, every inch the successful racehorse owner in his tailcoat and top hat, which he wore with the ease of long familiarity. It seemed entirely appropriate to Simon that the best-looking woman in sight should be standing by his side. But Mariana caught his glance and rolled her eyes fractionally. Whenever Simon was inclined to be jealous of the man who had ushered this glorious girl into his life, he remembered what she had once said about him. ‘I’d only consider going to bed with Jeremy if I had trouble sleeping.’

She patted Jeremy’s arm and disengaged herself from the group. Simon savoured the sight of her gliding through the crowd towards him and noted the way she turned heads. It still seemed improbable that she had chosen him to share her future.

‘Here she comes,’ he said.

Geoff laid a heavy hand on his arm. ‘Look, we’ve got to have a talk.’

‘Sure, what about?’

‘Not now - later. But it needs to be in private - all right?’

His uncle had seemed intent, his grip urgent. Why was that? Simon wondered as the train travelled onwards.

 

Often in his life Geoff had wished he were not such a nosy bugger. Important business relationships had gone sour, not to mention a marriage, because he had not been able to resist turning over stones. But any  Yorkshireman worth his salt would prefer to be tagged a suspicious bastard than a fool. And a fool is what he would have been if he had not followed his instincts in the matter of Mariana Hamilton.

The first thing his instincts told him was that, just to look at her, the girl from Brazil was clearly out of Simon’s league. Compared to her, the honest local lasses his nephew had courted before were drooping lilies in the shade of a magnificent sunflower. She was a woman who wouldn’t look out of place on the arm of a prince or a playboy or, at any rate, a sophisticated city smoothy like Jeremy Masterton.

Jeremy, as it happened, had been responsible for introducing Mariana to Simon; she had accompanied him to Willowdale in the spring to look at Aquiline. According to Simon, Jeremy claimed he’d met her at a charity lunch where she’d been the guest of Meg Russell, a well-preserved widow in her fifties who was spending her late husband’s fortune on thoroughbreds and her leisure time with Jeremy. Given Meg’s friendly nature, her patronage of Mariana seemed credible enough and Geoff had taken the Brazilian girl at face value, even when she took up residence in March at Meg’s house across the valley.

Every time Geoff dropped in at Willowdale at the beginning of the Flat season, he encountered Mariana. He could hardly miss her, for Simon was to be found at her side - ‘drooling like a lovesick puppy’ as Ken, the head lad, put it. According to Ken, Simon had been squiring her around every evening, taking her to the best restaurants and night spots in the county.

Head lad was a misnomer of a title for Ken, he was  at least Geoff’s age and a Willowdale stalwart for thirty years. He could be an invaluable source of information, as on this occasion. ‘He took her clubbing in Leeds the other night,’ Ken confided.

Clubbing? Judging by past behaviour, Simon was as likely to take to the dance floor as walk through a minefield. On the other hand, Mariana seemed capable of luring a lovesick swain wherever she wanted. Even in a shapeless sweater with her honey-blond curls blowing over her unmade-up face, she looked all set for a Sunday supplement photographer to appear and start snapping away.

Ken had guessed what Geoff was thinking. ‘The boss has got it bad,’ he said.

‘Physical infatuation - she’s pretty enough. He’ll soon get her out of his system.’

Ken had looked at him shrewdly. ‘I wouldn’t bank on it. She’s got a head on her shoulders that one.’

‘Really?’

‘And she knows how to handle a horse.’

That had been food for thought.

When it became clear that the romance was not going to blow itself out quickly - after Mariana had made herself a fixture at Willowdale House as well as in the yard - Geoff tried to reconcile himself to her presence. Maybe it was simple jealousy that was driving his opposition. After all, no Brazilian angel had ever warmed his bed, nor was ever likely to at his time of life. It would be churlish, he thought, to hold her good looks against her. After all, this was about Simon’s happiness, not his. And Simon could hardly keep the grin off his face from morning till night.

His daughter, Alison, was the next to speak up for  the newcomer. ‘I went shopping with Mariana in Leeds. She works for a fashion house - or used to.’

‘Used to?’

‘Till recently, anyway. She’s given me a fabulous Brazilian bikini, though I’m not sure I’ve got the nerve to wear it. It’s one of those dental floss ones - you know.’

Geoff wasn’t sure he wanted to have this conversation with his daughter. It made him uncomfortable.

‘I’ll take it to South Africa next time I go out to see Mum,’ Alison said. ‘See what she thinks.’

Geoff thought that, knowing his ex, she’d probably steal the bikini for herself. Karen kept herself in shape, a necessary requirement for a husband hunter. She was currently on her third, a steel magnate with a weakness for the bottle, hence Alison’s residence in England, for which Geoff was profoundly grateful.

‘Do you think it will last with this girl and Simon?’ he asked.

‘God, I hope so. It’s about time Simon took up with someone nice. And don’t call her “this girl”. You should make an effort to get to know her properly.’

Geoff took the comment to heart and treated Mariana to a swanky lunch to unveil her mysteries. And she’d responded up to a point. She’d talked at length about her father and how he had trained many winners in South America - she’d even brought him newspaper cuttings, not that he could read them, being in Portuguese, but the photos were clear. He’d seen for himself how well she sat in a saddle. Her affection for horses was the part of her story he could buy. But what about the rest of it? Her activities from the age of sixteen to the present. Where were the  photos and scrapbooks of her life in Europe? Somehow he didn’t believe she’d spent all that time marketing bikinis.

He asked her about previous boyfriends but she’d not been forthcoming. There had been one or two but ‘no one special’.

The special man in her life turned out to be Simon for, just as Geoff had reconciled himself to Mariana’s place in the yard, his nephew announced his engagement.

‘Are you sure?’ was the first thing he said. ‘You’ve known her less than a month.’

But there was no budging Simon. ‘We won’t get hitched till the summer. Give you time to get used to it, Uncle.’

‘This summer?’ At first Geoff had thought his nephew had been joking but it turned out he’d been serious. There was a registry office booked for next month.

Simon was a man of twenty-nine, running his own business and making daily decisions on the welfare of animals worth hundreds of thousands of pounds. Geoff didn’t feel he had any option but to clap him on the back and say, ‘Congratulations.’

But his misgivings would not be denied. He owed it to Simon’s parents - his late sister and brother-in-law - to satisfy himself that Mariana was no more or less than she claimed to be. He’d promised Phil as he waited for the operation to clear the cancer from his throat that, if it came to the worst, he’d look out for Simon as if he were his own son. In truth that’s how he felt about the lad. And though Phil had survived the op, the worst had come along just the same three agonising months later. 

He was duty bound to investigate the girl’s background.

He tried the civilised route, quizzing Mariana about her family, and discovered that all her relatives, barring a half-sister, were - conveniently - no longer living. Then he tried talking to Meg and Jeremy. Meg, it turned out, had only recently become acquainted when Mariana had approached her to recommend a possible distributor for a line of Brazilian beachwear. And Jeremy said that she was a protégée of Meg’s, then admitted that he’d known Mariana for ‘a year or two’ from bumping into her at fund-raising events for the Jockeys Disability Charity, of which he was a trustee. And Geoff had learned no more than that, even when he confided in Jeremy that he was thinking of hiring a private inquiry agent to look into Mariana’s past on behalf of his nephew.

Jeremy had been less than impressed. ‘Good God, man, Simon’s old enough to choose his own wife, isn’t he?’

In consequence, Geoff didn’t feel he had much option but to put the matter in the hands of a professional. Within days he’d hit paydirt. Dirt, anyway.

To her credit, Mariana didn’t deny what he’d discovered though she did try to explain. She’d been a penniless student at the time and escort work paid the bills and left her time for her studies. She’d given it up years ago.

Geoff wasn’t unsympathetic. The girl had been on her own in London with rent to pay. In those circumstances a person might well cash in whatever chips they held - and Mariana’s assets were undeniably bankable.

It was when Mariana insisted that all she had done was to sell her company to a few lonely men that Geoff felt his heart harden. He didn’t take kindly to having the wool pulled over his eyes. He’d seen the prices listed by the escort agency on the internet. Not even millionaires paid that kind of money simply for a dinner companion. All the same, he agreed to allow her to tell Simon herself. He told himself that people were allowed youthful mistakes. If Simon could live with the knowledge that his fiancée had subsidised her studies by selling herself, then that was his business. He had no doubt that Mariana would be persuasive.

But, as he sat on the train opposite his lovesick nephew and the girl who had bewitched him, he guessed that she had not kept her promise. Well, if Mariana wouldn’t come clean herself than he would have to do the deed. He regretted that he hadn’t done it already.

 

Simon had been pondering Geoff’s request to have a private talk. Despite Aquiline’s win and the prevailing party mood, Simon could plainly see that something was eating away at his uncle. Even Mariana, it seemed, couldn’t cheer him up. As their journey approached its end - just one more stop remained before Waterloo - Simon reckoned he had worked out what was on Geoff’s mind: a horse called Jennifer Eccles.

Aquiline wasn’t the only fancied runner from Willowdale taking part in the Royal Ascot meeting. Jennifer Eccles was entered for Friday’s big race, the Coronation Stakes, a mile-long contest for three-year-old fillies. Although she was among the fancied  runners she hadn’t enjoyed the most conventional start to her racing career. Arriving in the yard at the beginning of the previous season, she had picked up an injury before she’d even seen a racecourse. One niggle led to another and throughout the summer she remained on the sick list, to the frustration of one of her owners, Charlie Talbot. Charlie had acquired the horse in partnership with Geoff who had spotted her at the Deauville sales and bought her for £20,000. At the end of the season, without Jenny making one appearance in a race, Charlie had blown his top.

Geoff had brought him to the yard to look the horse over and Simon summarised what the vet had told him about her condition the previous day. It boiled down to the fact that Jennifer Eccles had split a pastern bone and no one had a clue how long it would take to mend - if ever.

‘So you’re saying she might never race at all?’ Charlie was a jumbo-sized Cockney who’d made money developing houses in the south-east property boom. He looked quite capable of putting an apartment block up with his bare hands - or tearing it down.

‘I wouldn’t bank on it,’ Simon said in reply. ‘It happens sometimes-a horse doesn’t ever get fit enough to run. It’s a pity. She’s such a pretty thing.’

She was too, a shapely chestnut with a blaze of white running from her brow down to the tip of her nose.

‘She’d be a damn sight prettier turned into dog meat,’ Charlie snapped. ‘At least then I’d have something to sell. She’s costing me an arm and a leg just to keep her in this luxury hotel of yours.’

Though Charlie wasn’t exactly a charmer, Simon could understand how he felt. Keeping a horse in training wasn’t cheap, even if you shared the cost, as Charlie was doing with Geoff. What with regular vet’s bills and no outings to the racecourse to look forward to, it was not surprising Charlie was unhappy. Simon had heard from Geoff that the big man was feeling the pinch now the property market had gone sour.

‘You can sell out to me, if you like.’

Simon was as surprised by Geoff’s words as Charlie obviously was.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I feel I’ve landed you with a bad investment so I’ll buy you out. I’ll give you fifteen thousand for her.’

It was a generous offer as Charlie had only paid £10,000 for his share in the first place, particularly considering that it was unlikely the horse even had a future in racing.

Charlie’s big pink face screwed into an expression that plainly said, ‘What’s the catch?’

‘You’ll give me fifteen grand for a horse with a wonky leg? What do you know that I don’t?’

‘Nothing. As I said, I’m the reason you invested in the horse and you haven’t even got a run out of her. I feel responsible.’ Geoff broke into an unexpected grin. For much of the time he could be mistaken for a caricature of a stony-featured Yorkshireman. His smile was all the more persuasive as a result. ‘I’ll give you back the ten for your half and another five to make up for what you’ve laid out in stable costs. Deal?’ He held out his hand.

As Simon remembered, the big man almost snapped his uncle’s arm off in his eagerness to accept.

The irony was that from the moment Charlie bowed out of the picture, Jennifer Eccles began to pick up. Over the winter, the leg which had bothered her had healed and grown strong. By early spring, Simon was able to give her some serious work and she surprised everyone with her speed. She made her debut at Bath in April and won in a canter by ten clear lengths.

Shortly after her second win in a listed race at Newmarket, Charlie Talbot paid an unannounced visit to the yard. Simon, though pushed for time, proudly showed him a resurgent horse.

‘She doesn’t look any bloody different to last time.’

‘Believe me, she is. The vet said it would take time for her to recover and it did.’

Charlie wasn’t impressed. ‘As I remember it, there wasn’t any guarantee she’d recover at all. Last time I saw her she was only fit for dog food.’

‘You said that, Charlie, not me.’

The big man ignored the rebuke.

‘So what’s she worth now then?’

‘I couldn’t say exactly.’

‘There’s a surprise. More than a measly fifteen grand though, eh? Probably ten times that. And if she wins big races and goes on to breed she’ll be worth millions.’

‘Hang on, don’t get carried away.’

‘Don’t tell me what to do, you long streak of Yorkshire piss. You and your uncle stitched me up like a kipper.’ He turned the malevolent glare of his beetroot-red face full on Simon, his small blue eyes like chips of ice. ‘Tell dear Uncle Geoff he’ll be hearing from my solicitor very shortly.’

But it was Dave, the vet, who received the letter,  demanding past medical reports on the horse’s condition. Dave showed it to Simon with some amusement. ‘He won’t get any joy out of me,’ he said. ‘I always said she might improve with time and she did. End of story.’

Geoff had been disappointed, as he put it, to hear of these developments. ‘I’ll give Charlie a call,’ he told Simon.

‘Well, for God’s sake, don’t give him any more money. You’ve been more than fair with him.’

‘Don’t worry. I’ll sort it out.’

But whatever was said on the phone had not smoothed the matter over. Simon learned that Charlie had subsequently turned up at Geoff’s west London home with a couple of rough-looking labourers. He claimed they were working on a development just round the corner from Geoff’s property and were passing on the off chance.

‘He had the nerve to present me with an invoice which valued Jennifer Eccles at a quarter of a millions pounds,’ Geoff told him. ‘Taking into account the ten grand I’d reimbursed him, he was looking for one hundred and fifteen thousand.’

Simon had laughed - it seemed the only sane response. ‘What about the other five you paid him?’

‘He said I’d given him that for the training fees, so it didn’t go to the value of the horse. On reflection, paying him that extra has caused all this trouble. I only did it because it was the first horse he’d had a part of and I felt bad about the way things had turned out.’

Simon saw the point. It had made the buyout seem too good to be true for a man with a suspicious nature. 

‘Charlie’s not a man who believes in luck,’ Geoff had added. ‘He’s the wrong type to get involved in horseracing.’

Amen to that, Simon had thought.

Since then, he had learned, Charlie’s builders had been seen sitting in a van outside Geoff’s flat. Geoff didn’t have a regular schedule for his London visits but somehow these men seemed to know his movements. When he accosted them, they suggested that they’d leave him alone once he’d settled Mr Talbot’s invoice.

Simon wasn’t up to date on recent developments in the argument - last time he’d asked, Geoff had said curtly, ‘Forget it, it’ll blow over soon’, but he’d spotted Talbot’s familiar figure in the crush at Ascot that afternoon, his bulk uncomfortably encased in a grey morning suit. Geoff had seen him too, Simon knew, and he’d turned away to avoid coming face to face with his adversary just before the running of the Coventry.

Simon wouldn’t be at all surprised if this business with Talbot was what was depressing Geoff. That night they were due at a dinner with Jeremy to celebrate Aquiline’s victory but he’d make a point of talking to his uncle before they went out. It wasn’t fair that he should carry the burden on his own.

 

Mariana noticed the two men step into the carriage as the train pulled out of Richmond. She knew they hadn’t just got on because she’d seen them on the platform at Ascot. They’d stuck out from the crowd because they plainly weren’t race-goers. One was short, in jeans and a white vest which showed off  muscular arms. The other was tall, maybe as tall as Simon though it was hard to tell because his height was exaggerated by his haircut of tall, greased-up spikes. Surrounded by men in their Ascot racing uniform, the pair were hard to miss. Mariana had been amused at the incongruity and the way that neither the race-goers nor the scruffs appeared to acknowledge the others’ presence.

The English were meant to be sober and conservative in their choice of clothes but, in her observation, they could be as flamboyant in their way as any other race on earth - some of the Ascot fashions on show proved that. What set them apart was their ability to walk through the world in a bubble of isolation. Nobody, for example, appeared to notice the man on the train who had spent his entire journey so far knitting. He sat a few rows down the carriage on the other side of the train clicking away with what looked like one long needle bent back on itself, the two ends fencing with a strand of olive-green wool. She watched, diverted from her troublesome thoughts by the clicking of those two points, wondering why no one else appeared to find this behaviour odd. A grown man, dressed like an office worker in suit and tie, was skilfully knitting a sweater. It was weird. But then, given the top hats and tailcoats and the glistening black spikes of the hairdo of the guy walking down the aisle, this train seemed positively surreal.

Spiky hair passed the knitting man without a glance and stopped by Simon. His companion slumped into the empty seat beside Geoffrey and stared insolently into her face.

How typical. They had ignored everyone else but now they had decided to pick on her.

 

Geoff turned from the window to look at the fellow who’d taken the seat next to him. He registered an unshaven face and bare arms, a silver bracelet on the wrist. The man standing in the aisle next to Simon was more noteworthy. What kind of idiot went round with his hair sticking up like that? He thought that look had gone out with Sid Vicious.

The train began to slow as it approached Clapham Junction and Geoff found himself hoping that these two clowns would get off. The standing guy was openly staring down the front of Mariana’s dress. She was undoubtedly the reason the men had invaded their space. Put out the honeypot and the flies will appear.

The spiky-haired fellow said something Geoff didn’t catch but his friend sniggered and Simon turned and glared at him.

‘What did you just say?’ The tone was sharp.

Mariana laid her hand on Simon’s arm.

The reply was clear this time. Loud and provocative. ‘I said the bitch has nice tits.’

Simon’s eyes narrowed with fury. Geoff noticed Mariana’s knuckles whiten as she restrained him.

The man spoke again. ‘So which of you two ugly bastards is banging her?’

Time froze for a second. Part of Geoff’s brain registered that they were pulling into a busy station, the platform teeming.

Simon sprang to his feet and swung a punch. The spike-haired man appeared unsurprised. It’s what he  wants, thought Geoff as the fellow stepped inside the blow and butted his nephew in the face.

But he was on his feet himself by then, jabbing with a left he knew had the power to lay this scum on his back. He’d boxed as a lad, still trained on a punchbag at the gym twice a week, he’d take this arrogant fool apart with the greatest pleasure.

I’ll knock his head off, he thought as he launched himself forward.

 

Mariana watched in disbelief as the brawl erupted out of nowhere. Blood spattered over her magnificent yellow dress as Simon clutched his wounded face. Geoff threw himself at Simon’s assailant but the man in the vest blocked him and held him back.

The train had stopped in the station and there were shouts and yells down the carriage. A woman’s screams sounded over the signal that the doors were opening and the two attackers were gone, pushing their way out of the carriage and disappearing into the crowd on the platform. No one, it seemed, tried to stop them but she wasn’t looking any longer. She knelt on the floor in front of Simon.

‘Let me see, let me see!’ she cried.

Other passengers were there now, offering handkerchiefs and strong hands. Simon was helped into a seat.

‘He’ll be all right,’ a voice said in her ear.

She looked for Geoff and realised he was lying next to her on the floor.

Across the aisle the man in the business suit was staring at her with a blank white face. Shock, she thought. At least he’d stopped knitting.

‘I can’t find a pulse,’ said someone.

Her legs were wet. She was kneeling in blood. The dress was ruined.

‘I think he’s dead,’ said the voice. ‘He’s been stabbed.’

Mariana’s heart lurched within her chest but Simon was looking at her now, battered but undeniably alive.

They were talking about Geoff.

Oh God.

Somehow, given her sinful thoughts and all that she had done, she knew it had to be her fault.
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