

[image: image]



LOU WAKEFIELD

Hot to Trot

[image: image]

www.hodder.co.uk


First published in Great Britain in 2006 by Hodder & Stoughton
An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Lou Wakefield 2006

The right of Lou Wakefield to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

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

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

ISBN 978 1444 76483 3

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH

www.hodder.co.uk


Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Also by Lou Wakefield

Dedication

Acknowledgements

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

About the Author


Also by Lou Wakefield

Tuscan Soup

Rural Bliss

Sleeping Partners


To Avril, and to my mother, Joyce Wakefield


My thanks to Buffy Davis, Peter Davies, Monica Murambwa, Natasha Sherry and Georgia Gerstein


1

So quick and so impulsive had been her decision to fly to the aid of the Canadian cowboy that Kate Thornton was three-quarters of a mile in the air and halfway to British Columbia before it even crossed her mind she might not have both feet on the ground. Even then it wasn’t her own mind it crossed, but Minnie McAlpine’s.

Both of them travelling alone, Kate had helped the seventy year old to settle into the adjacent seat at the start of their journey from Heathrow, and what had begun as a polite neighbourliness between two strangers, was developing now into a more intimate swapping of confidences.

‘Wait,’ said Minnie. She held up her hand to stop Kate’s flow, eyes bright with interest. ‘You’re saying you’ve never actually met this man you’re flying out to see?’ She had felt that she was being intrepid, a septuagenarian who’d rarely been out of her native Yorkshire, flying unescorted to the other side of the hemisphere to see her first new baby great-grandchild, but what she was hearing from this young woman made her own big adventure seem very small beer by comparison.

‘Not met him as such,’ Kate admitted, brushing away this minor detail as one might wave away a midge. ‘But over the last few weeks I really feel as if I’ve got to know him very well. He’s lovely, Minnie. You’d really like him.’

Minnie was rather less sure, but she was prepared to reserve judgement till she’d got it all taped down. ‘And you’re going to his ranch,’ she said slowly, trying to get a grip on this story, ‘to help out with the calving?’

‘Because of his broken arm, yes,’ Kate confirmed. ‘And, you know, because of the death threats.’

‘The death threats,’ said Minnie. She shook her head as if to clear it. ‘No, I must have missed something. You’re going to visit a man who somebody’s trying to kill?’

‘No, me,’ Kate corrected her patiently.

Now Minnie was totally lost. ‘You’re threatening to kill him?’ she offered.

Kate laughed. ‘How wonderful,’ she said happily, and even more puzzlingly added in a low voice, ‘you don’t recognise me at all do you?’

Minnie pulled away from her to survey her anew through narrowed eyes. Was she sitting next to a notorious female felon? Her mind raced to recall recent front pages of the Daily Mail, to scan them for photos of a red-headed murderess lately let out on parole, but all she came up with was a vague impression of … ‘Are you on the telly?’ she asked doubtfully.

‘Shhh!’ said Kate, and glancing round furtively, disconcertingly peeled back her hairline. Underneath what now proved to be a wig, she was blonde. ‘I’m Sally Black,’ she whispered anxiously. ‘The home-wrecking, child-abducting banshee from hell.’

‘Right, that does it,’ said Minnie McAlpine decisively, and grabbed the arm of a passing flight attendant. ‘I’d like a big Bloody Mary please, dear – and the same for my friend?’

Kate nodded her assent.

‘I’ve got a feeling we’re going to need a bit of liquid libation,’ Minnie continued gaily, settling herself more comfortably in anticipation of dirt about to be dished. ‘Now then, love, start again right from the beginning. And this time, remember – the devil’s in the details. Don’t leave any bugger out.’

The story which emerged, this time with all the i’s dotted and t’s crossed to Minnie’s satisfaction, began with Kate’s glittering career as a theatre actress, which lately had lost its shine. Having achieved the great age of thirty-mumble, she had discovered to her horror what the majority of actresses had to face after they left their twenties behind: she had lived long enough to become all but unemployable.

‘“Resting” they call it with you actors, don’t they?’ offered Minnie.

Kate laughed hollowly. ‘You wouldn’t call it that if you were me. This last year I’ve been a cleaner, a barmaid, a cook, a decorator, a masseuse, a salesperson; I’ve stood on street corners giving out flyers, pretended to have fatal diseases for doctors’ exams—’

Her recitation was interrupted by the flight attendant plonking four miniature bottles of vodka, four tins of tomato juice and two plastic glasses in front of them. ‘I brought you two each,’ she said crisply, pinning them with a practised eye. ‘Save your time and my legs.’

‘You’re a jewel,’ Minnie told her, not stinting on the praise. ‘And I say – if you wanted to make it three each we wouldn’t have to bother you again at all.’

A pursing of the lips, a sigh suppressed, a rapid return to the drinks trolley, and all was ready for the rest of the tale.

It transpired that Kate was not the only one to fear for her future prospects, which should have been cheering. After all, as Minnie said, a trouble shared was a trouble halved. But the sharers in this instance were the DSS, who had suggested that Kate might like to retrain for a more useful career than the dramatic arts, and her parents, who had bought her a computer, pre-loaded with a learn-to-type program and learn-to-build-websites software, and which had come with a card bearing the legend, ‘Merry Christmas, Kate, and a Prosperous New Year! – It never hurts to have a second string to your bow. All love, M & D xx’

‘They meant well,’ said Minnie, a mother herself.

‘Oh, they meant well,’ Kate agreed sadly. ‘It’s just that, at the time, it felt as if nobody believed in me any more.’

‘So have you been learning to type and build web pages?’

‘No,’ Kate admitted. ‘It would have been like giving up on myself. Anyway I was too depressed to do anything constructive. I played online backgammon instead. But then, if I hadn’t, I wouldn’t be sitting here next to you now!’

Minnie’s brow furrowed for a moment, trying to work this one out. ‘You never met this cowboy chap on the internet!’ she exclaimed, after the penny had dropped.

Kate grinned. ‘I did, you know.’

‘You’re going out to the Canadian wilderness to stay with a man you don’t know? Are you mad?’

‘He’s in trouble. He needs help. He’s got what’s called a guest ranch, which means it’s a working ranch, but people can stay there for holidays. It’s not been doing so well so he can only afford a skeleton crew, and since he fell off his horse recently and broke his arm, and what with it being calving season …’

‘And what with you being a vet in your spare time, and an expert, no doubt, with the lasso,’ said Minnie, who was no stranger to irony.

Kate conceded the point with a wry smile, then rallying said, ‘I am an actress though, and a very quick study. I’ve had to learn all sorts of skills for parts. Tap dancing, roller blading—’

‘That’ll be a help,’ said Minnie.

‘And I used to have riding lessons when I was a kid. For a couple of years.’ Kate faltered. She knew her case sounded thin even without Minnie’s raised eyebrow flagging it up. ‘At the very least,’ she continued, lifting her chin in a gesture of defiance, ‘I can help out in the kitchen. Free up Old Pete, who’s been retired indoors. He’ll probably jump at the chance of getting out on the range with Andy again, while I do the cooking.’

Having seen off her first Bloody Mary, Minnie popped the tab of her second tomato juice and drowned it in vodka. ‘You’ve got a thing for him, this Andy, haven’t you?’ she challenged. ‘You wouldn’t be going to all this trouble if not.’

Kate’s expression softened, a dreaminess afflicting her eyes which belied her swift denial. ‘Not at all,’ she said. ‘I just believe in people helping each other out when times are hard. I’d do this for anybody. You know, “Love thy neighbour, do unto others, et cetera.” I’m not religious, but I do think that some of the tenets are sound.’

‘That’s nice,’ said Minnie drily. ‘I left a mound of ironing behind me in Skipton. I’ll save it for when you get back. You shouldn’t find going up to Yorkshire too much of a trial, given you think of Canada as being just next door.’

‘All right. He is rather special,’ Kate admitted. ‘He’s been bringing up his daughter, Robyn, single-handed, ever since she was a baby. How rare is that? And he was so sympathetic to me banging on about being out of work. Really supportive. Especially lately, since I’ve become Britain’s most hated woman. You should see some of the letters I’ve been getting, Minnie. Horrible.’ She lowered her voice again, although everybody else was sensibly sleeping around them. ‘Do you know how to use the internet?’

‘I’m not half as green as I’m cabbage looking,’ Minnie said elliptically. ‘I do keep up with the modern world, yes.’

‘Then try doing a Google on That Bitch Sally,’ said Kate. ‘There are whole web sites devoted to wanting me dead.’

It transpired that Minnie was more au fait with computers than with soap operas, so she had to be told what twenty million British viewers already knew: that a serpent had crawled into Paradise Street, and that serpent was called Sally Black.

‘What did she do that was so terrible?’ asked Minnie. ‘And how come you got to play her if you’re so old and unemployable?’

Kate sighed. ‘I took what turned out to be bad advice from my agent, God help me,’ she said. ‘Although to be fair, it did seem to make sense at the time. I told you that I work in theatre. I much prefer it to telly. I’ve never been into celebrity, or been after fame and fortune. I just love acting on the stage. It’s all I’ve ever wanted to do since the day I was taken to see my first pantomime at the age of six. But these days, just being a good actress isn’t enough. You have to be able to put bums on seats, which means bringing your audience with you, which means being a household name. Which means doing a bloody soap.’

‘Speaking of bloody, drink up,’ said Minnie. ‘You’ve fallen behind me by one, and you need the tomato juice to replace the vitamin C that’s lost through flying. I read it in a magazine.’

‘I think the vodka does away with vitamin C too,’ said Kate.

‘Oh well, never mind. Now it’s neutralised,’ said Minnie pragmatically, handing back her replenished glass. ‘So – you were saying about your agent.’

‘Richard, yes. Well, he pointed out to me what I’d already started to see myself – that all the theatre parts I would have expected to come my way were going to soap stars. People who get famous simply by being in the corner of the room while the nation eats its TV dinners. They even mike them on stage because they can’t project, can you imagine?’

Obligingly, Minnie could not.

‘So Richard said, “if you can’t beat them, join them” kind of thing. He said he’d look out for a small flashy part for me in one of the soaps. A character part, since I’m too old to play juves now, apparently. Not a long-running regular, but somebody who comes in for a few episodes and stirs things up, gets noticed.’ She laughed ruefully. ‘Did that all right.’

Minnie was keen to cut the cackle and get to the point. ‘So what did she do, this Sally?’

‘You really don’t know?’ Kate marvelled. ‘I didn’t think there was anyone left in the whole of England who hadn’t heard my name and cursed it.’

‘Life’s too short to spend it round the goggle box,’ said Minnie disparagingly. ‘I come from a generation that was used to making our own entertainment. And cooking our own dinners from scratch. Namby pamby folk are now. Spoon fed on pap. But don’t get me started. Go on.’

‘There’s a couple in Paradise Street,’ Kate informed her, ‘Steve and Sara Haywood, who the nation has taken to its heart. They’ve watched them grow up, survive bad relationships, trumped-up shop-lifting charges, Sara’s family wiped out by fire, Steve having his foot run over by a hit-and-run dust cart, teenage pregnancy and miscarriage of same—’

‘I get the picture,’ said Minnie archly. ‘An everyday story of ordinary folk. And?’

‘Last year they finally got together in the wedding of the century. Almost as many people tuned in as watched Charles and Di, they are that popular, Minnie. Anyway, I arrive in the street – or Sally Black does – and in the space of fifteen episodes I seduce Steve Haywood, abduct their child, get Sara sacked from the part-time job she was so pleased with, and basically wreck their marriage for ever. England hates me like the plague. A woman spat at me in the frozen-food section of Tesco’s after the first ep was broadcast, and chased me nearly all the way home. I had to stop going out.’

‘And start wearing disguises,’ said Minnie, understanding the red wig at last.

‘Exactly. And then the so-called fan mail started to arrive. Terrifying. The worst ones are always in green ink, I don’t know why. And no back-up from the telly company, because I was out of the show by then.’ She rummaged in her handbag and pulled out a crumpled sheet of lined paper. ‘Here – take a look at this!’

Minnie surveyed the childish lettering which was written, as Sally had said, in a virulent verdant. ‘“I no were you live. Youd better lok your dors bitch. You are ded meet.” Shocking!’ she exclaimed. ‘The state of grammar now. Wouldn’t have tolerated this when I was a teacher! But what on earth have you kept it for?’

‘I’m trying to come to terms with it,’ Kate told her. ‘I can’t get it out of my mind. I keep looking at it and trying to make sense of it.’

‘You’re wallowing, that’s what you’re doing,’ said Minnie crisply, tearing the page into tiny bite-sized pieces. ‘There, that’s what you do with unwanted junk mail. You shred it and bin it. The poor soul’s just a bit soft in the head, that’s all.’

‘She’s not the only one,’ said Kate. ‘It got so I couldn’t go out of my own front door what with the journalists camping out on the step and the stalker who seemed to have an endless supply of rotten eggs.’

‘So you stayed indoors and played backgammon with strangers,’ Minnie concluded.

‘And made friends with a policewoman in Idaho who was on nights, a housewife in Barnsley who should have been doing her ironing—’ Kate began, stressing the upside as was her habit.

‘How come she didn’t want to kill you, then, this slacker from Barnsley?’ Minnie challenged her. ‘I thought you said the whole nation hated you? Last I heard Barnsley was in England, albeit in the ignored bit called The North.’

‘Well,’ said Kate, ‘that was the beauty of it really. Because when you play games and chat on Yoohoo, which is the web site I mostly use, you have to have a playing name, so nobody knows who you really are.’ She grinned. ‘I picked Mata Hari after the exotic spy, because it all felt so cloak-and-dagger at first. Then you realise it’s just ordinary people you’re chatting to – they just happen to be in Krakow or New Jersey or Beijing. It’s great. It’s like having a big window on the world.’

‘Instant friends at the click of a mouse,’ Minnie suggested.

‘Exactly!’ Kate enthused. ‘Of course, there are a few pervs out there too – mostly adolescent boys, I suspect. They’re either telling you where to shove it, if you’re winning, or telling you where they’d like to shove it given half the chance. But you can spot them straight off once you learn the lingo. The first thing they type is “ASL?” and then you pretty much know that all they want is to talk dirty.’

‘ASL meaning?’

‘Age, Sex and Location.’

‘And they say that romance is dead,’ Minnie sniffed.

‘So you can see why I was so taken with Andy,’ Kate continued. ‘I mean some of the stuff the kids type when they’re losing is just so rude. “Suck my ass. You are a zero.” And if they’re after cheap thrills it gets even ruder. But Andy’s a gentleman and a really good sport. Compliments you when you make a good move, congratulates you when you’re having a run of good luck. And he’s got a great sense of humour.’

‘What’s he call himself when he’s playing?’ asked Minnie. ‘The Saint?’

‘Andy The Cowboy,’ Kate said. Her face had gone to mush, a silly grin bisecting her features in a direct line from east to west.

‘Eee, lass, you’ve got it bad,’ said Minnie. She had lived long enough to know the difference between being in love and being insane: not an atom.

‘I haven’t, honestly!’ Kate protested. ‘You know, I mean he’s a nice man, obviously, otherwise I wouldn’t be bothering to go and help him out, but it’s more for the adventure, really, as far as I’m concerned. Ask anybody who knows me, they’ll tell you, I’m always off doing something or other that everybody thinks is madcap at the time, but it always turns out all right in the end. I just love new experiences, that’s all, and meeting new people. I suppose it’s a kind of occupational hazard. No, not hazard, habit,’ she corrected herself quickly. ‘An occupational habit of mine. Of all actors. The more experiences you have, the more people you get to know, the greater the catalogue you’ve got stored away in your character bank.’

‘So I’m stored away in there now am I?’ asked Minnie.

‘That’s right,’ Kate laughed, tapping her temple. ‘You’re tucked away up here now, there’s no escape.’

‘Well, I look forward to seeing myself played by you on stage then, at some time in the future.’

‘I’ll make sure I credit you in the programme,’ Kate joshed.

‘Very nice,’ said Minnie, having played the younger woman like a fish on a line. She was so guileless and unsuspecting it was a wonder she’d made it to thirty-whatever-it-was still in one piece. ‘And I can’t wait to see you playing a single-parent Canadian cowboy, since researching him’s apparently the sole reason for your trip. Although, thinking about it, wouldn’t they be more likely to get a man to play the part?’

‘Oh Minnie,’ Kate sighed. ‘Okay, you don’t believe me, but I assure you it’s true. I’m not looking for a man at the moment, there’s no room in my life for that sort of thing just now. I’m looking for a job. That’s the only thing that’s important to me at this point in my life – my work.’

‘As a ranch hand.’

‘No! I mean generally, that’s where I’m putting all my energy!’

‘Right,’ said Minnie. ‘And is there a lot of acting work to be had in rural British Columbia?’

‘I told you, I’m taking time out to get away from unwanted attention from murderous soap fans. I’m hoping that by the time I get back to London Sally Black will be forgotten and I’ll be able to stop wearing this dreaded itchy wig,’ said Kate, raking underneath the elasticated edge with her cocktail twizzler by way of illustrating her point. ‘As for relationships, they’re way down my agenda. Impossible to have one really anyway, when you’re constantly having to go away to some theatre or other, miles away from home. Especially when the only men you meet are actors and directors. You spend so much time apart it’s hardly worth the bother or the grief. And then they always end up going off and having affairs.’

‘Speaking from experience?’ asked Minnie, more kindly.

‘Scads,’ Kate acknowledged. ‘And I’m barely over the last one as a matter of fact. I walked in on him having it away with the publicity woman in his dressing room after the show. I’d thought I’d surprise him, go up to Bolton for the weekend unannounced. I’d spent hours getting there on the damn coach, and then I turned right around and got straight back on it. Silly me, eh?’

‘Silly him,’ said Minnie. ‘Losing a lovely girl like you.’

Kate smiled a tired acknowledgement of the compliment. ‘So you see, I am just after a bit of a break in a country where they don’t want to kill me, to escape all the hoo-ha, and to get out into some wholesome fresh country air.’

‘And think about somebody else’s problems other than your own.’

‘That’s right.’

‘If I was your mum, then, I wouldn’t have bothered with trying to get you to retrain for IT. I’d have recommended a career as an agony aunt. You’d be in seventh heaven, and get paid for it.’

Kate laughed. ‘I feel as if I do that already, on the side. I’m not the only one who’s been suffering from faithless lovers – nearly all my friends have been in the same boat lately.’

‘The good old SS Betrayed,’ Minnie offered. ‘Yes, I had a voyage on that myself once upon a time.’

‘Your husband had an affair?’

‘You can call him that if you like,’ said Minnie. ‘I call him the Toothless Old Git.’

‘I’m sorry, Minnie.’

‘No need to feel sorry for me. Best thing to have happened as it turned out. He’s developed Alzheimer’s since, and she’s having to look after him. Has to introduce herself afresh to him every day and pin a label on his coat: “If found, please return this man to such and such an address.” Been me I’d have put a false one down by now, be shot of the old bugger. But enough about me. Back to you. If your Andy’s so wonderful what happened to the mother of his child? Didn’t like backgammon, so she walked?’

Kate’s eyes lit up. This was her favourite part of the story. ‘This is the amazing thing about him. Apparently she was a bit of a free spirit who he met one night at a rodeo, and it would have been a one-night stand for both of them except that a few weeks later she pops up at the ranch to tell him she’s pregnant. By him. Imagine!’

‘If she was that much of a free spirit how come he believed her?’ said Minnie.

‘Hmm, don’t know, didn’t think to ask him that,’ Kate mused. ‘But, you know, it would be just typical of him to take responsibility for the child anyway, regardless of the paternity issues, because this woman said she didn’t believe in abortion, but neither did she believe it was her destiny to be a mother, so once the baby was weaned she took off to “find herself”, leaving Robyn with Andy.’

Only the no-smoking rule on aeroplanes prevented Minnie from spontaneously self combusting on the spot. ‘Didn’t believe it was her destiny to be a mother?’ she fumed. ‘What’s belief got to do with it when you’ve already got a child in your belly, for crying out loud?!’

‘I know,’ said Kate. ‘But she was a bit of a dippy hippy as far as I understand. Called herself Rainbow. Reckoned she had an Indian spirit guide telling her what to do, which was to go off and live in a teepee and make bead necklaces apparently.’

‘Doesn’t say much for your Andy if that’s the type of woman he takes up with,’ said Minnie censoriously.

‘No, well, I don’t think it’s something he brags about exactly,’ Kate said, rising to his defence. ‘He admits he was a bit worse for wear the night that Robyn was conceived, what with the carnival atmosphere of the rodeo and everything, and him having just won the roping contest, he might have had a couple of beers too many … And he was young, you know, twenty-one or twenty-two. Anyway, whatever you think of his behaviour back then, Minnie, you have to admit that he’s more than made up for it since, bringing Robyn up on his own while running a ranch. Not many lads would have done that in his position.’

‘Mmm,’ was as much as Minnie would concede. ‘Well, all I can say is it’s a marvel he hasn’t found another woman to settle down with since, if he’s that wonderful. Maybe he’s got two heads. Have you seen a photo?’

‘I’m not sure,’ said Kate. ‘I mean, they’ve got a web site which I looked up and there’s several pictures of men on there, but I’m not sure if Andy was one of them. They could all have been guests.’

‘Didn’t you ask him?’

‘Well no, actually. I only looked it up a couple of days ago, to see if they gave directions as to how to get there. Luckily they did. The Blue Yonder Guest Ranch it’s called. Isn’t that lovely?’

‘What, you’re flying nearly five thousand miles at your own expense and he expects you to make your own way from the airport!’ Minnie expostulated. ‘I thought you said he was a gent?’

‘He is,’ Kate averred. ‘So much so that if I’d told him I was going out to help him he’d have said that he could manage fine, despite his broken arm. He reckoned he was only going to rest up for a couple of days before getting back on his horse, but I think that’s dangerous. What if he fell off again, somewhere remote?’

‘What do you mean if you’d told him you were on your way?’ Minnie spluttered. ‘Do you mean to say you didn’t?’

Kate shook her head and grinned. ‘I can’t wait to see his face when I show up,’ she said happily. ‘He’s going to get such a surprise!’
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