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The solicitor's letter, inviting me to come in and discuss matters relating to the late Miss Watkins' estate, came as a surprise. I knew all too well that there was nothing left of Barbara's business. In her last months I'd negotiated with the landowner to allow her to keep the tenancy long enough for her to find good homes for her horses. She'd done that, sometimes sending me to pose as a potential customer or member of staff to check them out first. The sale price was of less concern to her than the way the animal would be treated.

"I don't want to die in debt, Maria, but I'll do it rather than letting them down."

"Of course." I'd only known her just over two years, but that she cared more for her horses than anything else was obvious from the start.

"I've made a will. You'll get anything that's left, but if it's so much as a lead rope you plaited yourself, you'll be lucky."

She was right in that there was nothing worth any money remaining by the time she'd paid what she owed and breathed her last. I was moved though that she'd left me her books and photos. That meant nearly as much to me as the trust she'd shown in listening to my opinion about who would be permitted to buy her beloved horses.

I did briefly wonder if there might be an insurance policy or investment somewhere which had got overlooked, but soon dismissed the idea. Barbara was organised, with every scrap of paperwork neatly filed. Besides, if she'd had money for those things, she'd have spent it on the horses. I went to see the solicitor anyway. I'd left school two months before and hadn't yet found a job and I'd tried hard. I'd applied to almost everywhere which had anything directly to do with horses throughout my last term. Then after my exams I'd applied to anywhere indirectly connected with horses; feed merchants, saddlers and even a supplier of riding clothes. Recently I'd widened my search and applied for any job I thought I stood a chance of getting. No interviews conflicted with any of the dates the solicitor had suggested, so I agreed to the first of those.

The solicitor, who so far I'd only spoken to by telephone, introduced himself and then quickly explained his role as executor of Barbara's estate, confirmed I'd received the few items of purely sentimental value, which made up my inheritance and provided papers for me to sign. There was also a cheque for £3.47. Not even as much as the bus fare I'd have paid to come and collect it, had I decided against cycling.

"There's one other thing..." the solicitor said.

"Yes?"

"Miss Watkins left certain, er instructions."

Of course she did. If Barbara had any last words for me they wouldn't be gentle platitudes or even suggestions, but definite orders regarding something she wanted me to do.

"She would like you to go here and speak to Mr Granger." He passed me a slip of paper with the address on.

I didn't need to read it. Charles Granger had once been a world class show jumper and now owned a prosperous stables where he bred and trained horses. He'd have been top of the list of places I'd applied for a job had it not been for George, the horse he'd bought from Barbara. George was her best, most loved and most valuable horse. When she sold him we both cried. It was then that I realised it was true; Barbara was dying and my time with her and her horses would soon be over. I guessed her tears were for the same reason, minus the part about me of course.

There had been no need for me to go and check out Mr Granger's establishment before the sale was agreed, so the only time I'd met him was when he collected George. Barbara had by then been too weak to lead him up the lorry's steep ramp and I was so upset I couldn't even do up the head collar. Mr Granger had taken it from me, swiftly fitted it and led George away. Neither of them had so much as glanced at me.

"Miss Sandall?" 

"Sorry, what did you say?"

"Would you like me to ring and arrange an appointment?" the solicitor asked.

I nodded. What choice did I have? This was one of Barbara's orders and maybe I'd get to see George again. I felt I was almost ready for that.

"Would this afternoon be convenient?" I was asked, after the solicitor had explained why he was calling.

The stables were sort of on my way home, I had nothing better to do and putting it off would have made me nervous. 

Mr Granger shook my hand half an hour later, showed me where I could leave my bike and offered tea. 

"How did you get interested in horses, Maria?" he asked once I'd taken a few sips and eaten a chocolate biscuit.

I didn't know why Barbara had wanted me to meet him or what she might have said and had no idea if he remembered me. He did seem genuinely interested though.

"I think I was probably born that way. I can't remember a time when I didn't love them. All my dreams and ambitions growing up involved horses. They varied a bit. I was going to be a princess pulled around in a crystal carriage pulled by unicorns at one point. Other times I was going to be a show jumper like you, or win races. You know the kind of thing."

It seemed he did as he smiled and offered another biscuit before encouraging me to continue. I decided to give him the whole story. 

I don't know if I have selective memory, or there really were a lot of horses in my childhood. My grandparents took me for a proper seaside holiday which involved pony rides on the beach. A cousin was driven to her wedding in a horse and carriage. Two of my school friends were pony mad for a while. Their parents paid for them to have riding lessons once a week and they worked in the stables sometimes. I went too whenever I could, just to be with the ponies. Mum couldn't afford lessons for me and I usually had to save my pocket money to pay to get the bus over there. 

The people at the stables were lovely and always thanked me for my help mucking out, poop picking in the fields or clearing them of weeds and I spent hours grooming the animals. Just being close to the ponies would have been reward enough, but I was given a few short lessons. 

I wasn't jealous of the other two that their parents could afford lessons and drove them everywhere, but I was furious when they decided the stables stuff was just too much like hard work. It broke nails and took up time they could be hanging about looking for boys.

I decided to try to get a part time job at a place nearer to me. Not a riding school, but a private yard I knew very little about. I wouldn't mind if it was unpaid as long as I could be near the horses and perhaps ride occasionally. It was still a three mile journey, but there was a cycle path so I told Mum I was going for a ride. No job had been advertised, but I knew where horses were involved there was always work to do and the lady who ran the place apparently worked alone, so I was very hopeful she'd take me on.  

The first time I met her, Barbara yelled at me.

"What are you doing here?'"

Somehow I stammered out that I wanted a job. 

"No jobs here and I wouldn't employ a silly little kid like you if there was."

I tried to tell her I knew how to muck out and she wouldn't have to pay me if I could ride her horses, but when she asked where I'd learned to ride she laughed so hard she had trouble breathing.

When eventually she got herself under control she told me to clear off. I cycled home, furious. Didn't tell mum about it though. I'd intended to tell her when I had the job all sorted out. She's hot on not letting people down so I'd have persuaded her.

Perhaps Barbara had thought I really was a silly little kid, who'd be like my friends and let her down? If I could just prove that wasn't the case, maybe she'd change her mind. Took me a while to pluck up the courage to return to Barbara's, but I went back. 

At first I couldn't see her in the yard, then I saw her out in a paddock with a horse. She was holding his foot, as though about to pick it out, but even to me it seemed odd she'd do it in the middle of a field and I guessed something was wrong. I didn't know if that would make it better or worse and hesitated by the gate. Soon I heard her yelling and incredibly it was for me to get over there quick. There was no doubting the urgency of her voice.

I ran. When I got closer I saw blood. It was all over her and seeping from where she held the horse's ankle.

"Come here, girl."

I did as ordered.

"Get down." She pulled me onto my knees by her side. "Put your hands by mine. When I let go you have to clamp your hands where mine are and squeeze tight. Understand?"

I thought I did, but when she removed hers and a great arc of blood spurted out, I saw I didn't have a clue. Barbara pressed my hands in place.

"Hold tight and don't let go. His artery is severed and he'll bleed to death if you do. I'm going to call the vet."

"I could do that."

"Can you get into my house, find the phone, know what number to call and what to say?"

I don't know if I answered, but it must have been obvious I couldn't. That I was just a silly little kid.

"Do not let go," she barked.

She removed the pressure of her hand. Immediately blood began to gush between my fingers
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