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Chapter One
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If, as the saying goes, today is the first day of the rest of my life then it was a most unexpected beginning.  Like the last momentous change a few months previously when I had given my life to Christ, though that had been a gradual thing which, when I looked back on it, had been coming for years.  This time it just happened unexpectedly, surprisingly and with far more than its own share of trouble.  It was to be a day full of surprises.  But certainly not anything like what one might think would happen.

It was a Tuesday, almost mid morning, on a warm spring day in Kentucky with a gentle breeze.  It was a brilliant day for riding and my chestnut mare, Majesty, trotted joyfully and rhythmically along the deserted, sandy road.  Nothing better than a perfect day on a perfect horse with not another soul in sight.

One builds very deep relationships with horses and, without a word being spoken, I told her just how much I was enjoying this time.  Horses are quite telepathic and without a word being spoken she told me that this was her feelings too.  Horses are also very responsive creatures.

As I came to the intersection I was in for the first surprise.

The heavily sweating horse was standing on three legs with the other in the hands of a woman bent over with her back to me.  Well, no man could have a butt which looked that good in stretch jodhpurs or legs like those.  Not to me, at any rate.  She had light burgundy brown hair pulled back into a mid length pony tail which gravity had pushed down the side of her neck.  Apart from the butt and legs which indicated nothing more than that she was trim and toned to an unknown extent there was nothing about her which indicated more than that she was female.  But then she did have her back to me.  She was so intent on what she was doing that she hadn’t even looked up when Majesty and I arrived.  She may not have even heard us arrive.

“Need some help?” I offered sensing some sort of crisis.

“He’s got a stone caught in his hoof,” she replied without standing or even turning around.  She sounded concerned and her lack of courtesy confirmed it.  “I’ve got nothing to get it out.  I don’t suppose you have a hoof pick with you?”

No knight am I, riding to the rescue of a damsel in distress with a hoof pick in one hand and my shield in the other.  Majesty would have objected to the additional weight.

“No,” I replied watching her shoulders slump further at my response, “but I might  have something else which may help.”

I slid out of the saddle and led Majesty off the sandy surface of the road onto the grass on its verge.  I secured the reins quickly on the saddle so she wouldn’t get caught up in them and let her graze quietly on the new grass without concern that she would wander off and leave me there.

“She’s beautiful,” came a warmer voice over my left shoulder.

I walked around the rump of my mare and giving it an affectionate rub.  As I unclipped the Swiss army knife I habitually kept attached to the saddle I glanced at the woman over my horse’s back.  I hesitated from the shock then gained my composure.  “Ah...  yes, she is,” I replied suddenly not knowing if I was referring to Majesty or the woman in front of me.  I assessed she was in her mid twenties, in the mid five foot range, but with the face and figure one only imagines but rarely meets - soft, feminine, voluptuous, nothing like a scrawny catwalk model - shorter and voluptuous.  Given that she wore no make up that I could detect I wondered fleetingly how fantastic she would look with it. 

I gathered myself together, half embarrassed by my reaction, and came around with the red pocket knife.  I unfolded the implement I had used for this very same procedure many times.  “You look tired out,” I said warmly.  “Would you like me to do it for you?”

“Oh, yes please,” she answered softly without any sign of self pity.  “I’ve used every stick I could find but the stone is lodged tightly under the shoe and any stick small enough to get in there breaks.  I’d really appreciate your help.  I’ll be honest,” she added with a smile, “my back is killing me.”

I knew how she felt—until recently I’d done all my own farrier work. Seventy-two hooves in one day. I’d paid for it afterward.  It saved me a fortune.  But I was also a realist and I could no longer afford the day out of my busy schedule.

Her smile was amazing, dazzling.  I dragged my eyes away and went back to the hoof deftly flicking the stone out of its lodging place with hours of practice making the action look far easier than it was.  I understood precisely why she had been at it for so long and why sticks had failed her completely.

“You new around here?’ I asked as put the hoof back down and stood up.  She raised a single eyebrow in question.  “I haven’t seen you before...  And I think I might have noticed.”

“That’s an old line, Mr er...”  She was grinning demurely and looking at me through very long, thick eyelashes.

“Hawkins,” I informed her.  “Richard Hawkins,” then added with what I hoped would pass as a cheeky grin, “and, yes, it’s a poor excuse for a pick up line if it had been one.”

“Sophia d’Conte,” she returned with a smile.  Her eyes seemed, for no obvious reason, to study me closely as she said it then her face relaxed with some unseen and unexplained satisfaction.  

“And home is... ?”

“I live a couple of miles down the road.”  She indicated the direction in which I’d been heading with a nod of her head.  “I tend to keep pretty much to myself.  I ride mostly in the other direction when I’m out.  This young fellow was overdue for a long conditioning ride and we were nearly finished when he picked up the stone.”  She walked the horse around in a circle.

I tried to concentrate on the horse’s gait rather than on her.  It wasn’t easy and I didn’t entirely succeed at first.  He wasn’t lame which was a positive.  I knew if I watched her natural elegance and her attractive features I would be in deep trouble.  The joys of being a young, unmarried man.  My natural reaction, in tight stretch fabric jodhpurs, would not be good.  I reminded myself of my shortcomings and deliberately looked at Sophia’s interesting horse.

“Now, as you raised the subject of not being from around here, where is that odd accent from?  No wait!  Let me guess.  You’re from Australia.”  Once again she had my attention.

I smiled at her.  “Congratulations, Miss d’Conte, go to the top of the class.”  I nodded at the horse.  “He looks fine to me.  He’s not favouring that leg,” I commented as she gathered the reins and stretched her left leg up, the foot sliding naturally into the stirrup iron.  She’d done that more than once.

“Yes, I thought so too.  Feel like joining me?  You were, after all, riding in my direction,” she asked as she mounted.  She turned and flashed me a brilliant smile.

Wonderful dimples, I thought before answering her.  “Don’t mind if I do,” I replied  Who could resist dimples like those and the thought of a couple of miles of attractive company...  Well, how could I have said no?  Temptations flashed before my eyes.  I mounted dreamily not noting that she was already moving then looked at her with rising appreciation little realising what was coming.

She urged her horse on with a slap of the reins on his rump.  He accelerated into a fast canter.  “Race you to the top of the hill,” she yelled.  Suddenly she was already forty yards ahead and galloping.

My sort of cheat, I grinned and wheeled Majesty around on her nearside hind leg.  She needed no instructions other than a quick lick with the cutting reins.  The impulsion from the back legs was huge and she started to eat up the yards between us and the slightly larger black gelding and his pretty rider.  We caught them at the top of the rise and without a word we simultaneously slowed our mounts to a gentle trot.

“She’s quick,” Sophia commented.

“He’s tired,” I countered truthfully.

“But immensely fit, probably younger and with a lighter rider.  You handled her really well.”

“I enjoy riding.”

“You ride like a professional,” she said with evident admiration.  I laughed.  She looked puzzled.  “Did I say something funny?”

I shook my head.  “Forget it,” I replied then explained.  “I’ve got a wacky sense of humour.  Often I see funny things when others don’t and explanations rarely make it funny for anyone else.”

She looked over to me.  “Comes with the odd Yankee accent, eh?”  I looked back at her quizzically and she raised her eyebrow again then tossed her pretty head back and laughed.  “You look lost - kind of bewildered.”

I laughed again.  “Like a turtle thrown over on its back,” I said happily considering how she was making me feel.  “Yes, I suppose I am.”

“Oh dear,” she grinned cheekily, “an honest man.  I can see I’ll have to be careful around you.”

With a distinct impression that I’d just been tested somehow we rode on in silence for about ten minutes.  It wasn’t that we had nothing to say to each other.  Horse people are sometimes like that.  We just rode on enjoying being with someone with whom we had a serious mutual interest.  Finally she was the one who broke the silence.

“This is my place,” she stated factually.  “Would you like to come in for a drink?  It’s the least I owe you.”

I studied her fine-featured face and those beautiful, sparkling blue eyes capped with sculptured eyebrows under the riding helmet.  There were wisps of brown hair escaping onto her forehead.  It seemed an innocent enough question.  Not a single string in sight.  “Sure.  I’d like that.”

We continued to walk the horses this time up to and by the verandah of a large house to warm them down a bit.  The driveway went around it to the stables and yards where we separated.  On instruction I put Majesty in a small enclosure with plenty of grass and a full water trough.  I loosened the girth a little and took off her bridle laying it over the fence rail then went into the old timber stables.

I found Sophia with her horse outside the door to a box - one of eight I counted quickly in the building.  The stables were smaller than mine but substantial enough all the same.  The horse was tethered to a ring on a strong looking post, one of the six that supported the roof inside the end doors.  A name was on an ornately carved nameplate in the box door.  Ardee it said in stark white in the dark timber background.

Sophia had removed his tack and her helmet, her thick, wavy hair now liberated and cascading down below her shoulders.  She was vigorously wiping him down with a sodden cloth and a water brush.  There was an old fashioned wooden water bucket at her feet.  The steam rose slowly off her horse’s back and sides.  She pushed a strand of loose hair out of her eyes and off her otherwise bare forehead.

“I normally wash him off properly after a long ride but today I have a visitor.  You’ll just have to cope won’t you, Ardee?”  She rolled the “r” on her tongue so it sounded like a growl right out of the Scottish Highlands.  The horse snorted as though derisively disapproving of the less than deserving treatment and tossed his head around violently.  “Hates getting wet, he does, but loves it once he is.”

“How did he get the name Ardee?” I asked as I looked once more at the well conditioned, muscular legs of the horse.  He didn’t get condition like this by neglect.

“It’s kind of an abomination of the initials R-D,” she said spelling the two letters and  rounding the R right out as Americans tend to do.  “He was born at my last place.  All black with small white spots.  So he got RD.  Short for Reverse Dalmatian.”

“Cute,” I reflected with a chuckle as I patted his neck.  He nuzzled up to me.  “What happened to the white spots?”

Sophia noticed his affectionate reaction.  “He likes you - a lot,” she remarked with a smile.  “He grew out of his spots kind of the opposite to the way Appaloosas grow into theirs.  He’s still got two left.  One under here,” she indicated under his chest then ran her hand upwards, “and a tiny one just here.”  She came close to me, close enough that I could detect the faint smell of her.  She lifted Ardee’s mane and revealed a tiny white splotch.  “So where are you from Down Under?”  With a sweet smile she went straight back to her work with brush, bucket and cloth.

“Originally a small town in central New South Wales well inland from Sydney.  I went to Sydney as a seventeen year old and hated every day of it.  They say you can take the boy out of the country but you can’t take the country out of the boy.  I worked hard while I was there, saved a few dollars over the next couple of years then moved north out of Sydney.  I bought an old dilapidated farm.”

“And?”

“And I turned my love of horses into some money,” I answered humbly.

The truth was in the ten years I had owned the place everything I had touched had turned to gold.  The first horse I bought, a colt, I raced.  He won his first race in a track record time and earned me more than a million dollars in prize money as a three year old.  I put him to stud.  I chose the mares I put him over very carefully where most new studs take stud fees whenever they’re offered.  He threw magnificent foals many of which were spectacularly successful two to three years later.  In short, within ten years I achieved what most took twenty five or thirty years or even a lifetime to produce - if at all.  In the end I made a very great deal of money after selling the highly successful thoroughbred stud to a genial Middle Eastern sheik.  I described him back then as ‘race horse crazy’.  He had so fallen in love with the property and the stock that I was able to hold out until he paid me far more than it was all worth.  After settlement he met me over drinks and happily confessed.  He knew he had paid far too much.  When I asked him why he had paid so much he quietly replied that ‘there are times in one’s life, Richard, when the heart must rule the head’.  Then he had added with a mischievous smile: ‘Ah, but not too many times, eh?’

She dropped the brush and cloth into the bucket with a splash which brought me back from my recollections.  Unlike me the horse did not respond to the splash and she untied the lead rope.  “What was it you did that turned the love of horses into money?”  She turned the horse around and led him out to the rear of the stables.

I followed happily.  “Bred horses.”

“North of Sydney...  Race horses?  Hunter Valley?  Thoroughbred territory?”

I was surprised but not for the first time that morning.  “That’s right.  How did you know?”

“My father’s a wine freak.  Travels out to Australia every year and comes home with a mass of wine.  Loves the stuff.  He mentions the Hunter Valley. It’s good wine to me but Australian wine is the best in the world he says.”  She opened a solid looking wooden gate and led Ardee through it into a paddock.  I closed it behind them but they had only progressed a few paces so I stood and watched.

“He could be right about the wine,” I commented.

She released Ardee with a kiss, a pat and a flourish.  He went off kicking and pig rooting happily in the direction of the other horses.  There were about six of them including him.  Sophia chuckled at the sight and turned back through the gate I held open for her.  “He’s just a big kid.  Look at that!  And so, after all that history in Oz you’re here,” she commented as we headed for the back of the large white and grey timber bungalow.

From the outside it was a house more in the Australian style of farm house than in the manner of Kentucky’s finest.  It had verandahs all around its entire perimeter and a roof steeply sloping from its ridge but moderated in pitch over the verandahs (or porches, as Americans termed them).  But, once through the door into the house there was a gourmet’s kitchen, a sunken sitting room and a towering Western Red Cedar ceiling above exposed beams.

“Nice house,” I commented sincerely.

She seemed pleased at the comment.  “I like it.  Had it redone when I came here two years back.  The openness suits my lifestyle.  So, what’s your poison?”  She had a glass in her hand and she stood by a timber cabinet near the dining room.

“Just something soft and sweet for me.”

She turned, opened a door in the cabinet and revealed the insides of a refrigerator.  She pulled out a Seven Up which she held up.  I nodded and she poured it into two glasses and brought our drinks over to the sofa.  “You don’t drink?” she inquired as she settled down into the soft luxury of the leather.

“On occasion and never when I’m riding or driving.”

“And what do you drink when you drink something hard and less sweet?”

“Bourbon on lots of ice.  Usually Wild Turkey.  Or wine appropriate to the meal.”

It was over an hour later that we found ourselves back outside with Majesty.  We talked easily - her father’s wine obsession, my move from the Hunter Valley, staying away from her vague ‘sort of investments’ work.  No pressure, just two horse people enjoying the morning.  She’d lived here six months longer than I had lived at Huntingdon Park Thoroughbred Stud.  She also had my address.  It was only fair, she said, as I knew where she lived.  It had been a wonderfully relaxing time full of joyful laughter and discovery.

I fitted the bit and slipped the bridle over Majesty’s ears and as I threaded the throat lash through the buckle she surprised me again.

“What was so funny out on the road that you couldn’t share it with me?”  Curiosity? I wondered, or a sign of insecurity?  There had been no sign of a lack of confidence inside.  Just warmth and a sense of fun.

“It’s unlikely to be funny after all this time.”  I tightened the girth and fed the stirrup iron down through the stirrup leather.

“Tell me all the same.  I want to know.”

“Okay.  You said I rode like a professional, right?”  I swung up onto the saddle.  I chuckled remembering the joke which had gone on inside my head.  “Well, I was wondering, in my head what sort of professional I rode like?  A doctor, a lawyer, an accountant or... or maybe a whore?”

Her face fell.  Bad, bad mistake.  I didn’t know what was wrong with what I’d said.  I thought I had just used the non-offensive, American term for prostitute.  Admittedly the joke was a touch off colour but her reaction said it was worse than that.  And she’d made some jokes inside which had hinted at sexuality.

Quickly I tried to cover the inadvertent faux pas with lightness.  “As I said, it’s not funny if it needs interpretation.”  Still no response.  I felt awfully uncomfortable.  “Anyway, thanks for the drink.  No doubt I’ll see you around the traps.”

I nodded a good bye and turned Majesty down toward the road.  Before I turned in front of the house I looked back over my shoulder.  She was still there, stationary, looking at me but not seeing me.  I waved another friendly farewell but the only response was the continuing stare.

It didn’t feel like see you later.  It felt like good bye.  I mentally scratched my head all the way home.

The incident haunted me for days.  I invented peace-offering scenarios - wine, flowers, humble apologies, even (briefly) undying love - then discarded them all.  I bought a big bunch of color Wednesday morning but never delivered it; the thought of her cold stare stopped me every time.  I checked the phone book, tried Directory Assistance—unlisted.  I invented errands—newspaper, milk, eggs I didn’t need—just so I could drive past her gate again. Twenty times, maybe more.  Never saw her. Never found the courage to knock.  By Friday the flowers were wilting on my kitchen counter and I was doing nothing useful, moping through the day, giving up on work and on her.  That night I retired at eleven but sleep was elusive until the small hours...

At 2:17 am the phone rang.  My eyes told me the time and my ears told me it was Sophia.  But not the same Sophia.  This one was frantic, her emotional state immediately obvious.

“Richard, it’s Sophia,” her distressed voice began quiveringly.  “Come over?  Now!”  I must have hesitated sleepily for too long.  “Are you there, dammit?”

“Yes, sure,” I replied too late while swinging my legs out of the bed.  “Sorry, still half asleep.  What’s happened?”

“Not on the phone!”  She was practically screaming.  “Get over here.  It’s Ardee!”

I started to say something about calling the vet but she was gone.  “Lord, give me strength,” I prayed exasperatedly as I stumbled off into the bathroom.  It took me no more than five minutes to splash some cold water over my face, throw some clothes on and get into the car.  At the last moment I had grabbed the extensive horse first aid kit I kept by the door and put it into the back seat of the Mercedes.

Thank the Lord above for the person who invented automatic garage doors and gates, I thought.  Wealth had made me a little lazy but this was probably a good time for it.  Conserving gas was not high on the priority list either and I arrived within ten minutes of her frantic call.  I drove straight to the stables where I expected to find her waiting for me with the sick horse.

She was waiting for me but not with Ardee.  She was outside.  Not a good sign.  I pulled the first aid kit from the rear seat but by then she had reached me.  Her hand on mine then her voice said it all.

“It’s too late for that.  Put it back.”  Thinking I had taken too long I turned and looked into her tear streaked face.  She looked up at me, sobbing quietly.  Her fingers clawed at her cheeks and hair.  “Oh God,” she cried softly as her legs buckled out from under her and she fell into my arms.

I ignored her blasphemy which wasn’t hard to do.  I’d only recently stopped the habitual use of the term myself.  I’d also learned to ignore the term and not be offended when others used it.  I picked her up, placing her on the fender of the car and held her comfortingly.  In between my bouts of torment over the last few days I’d fantasised a little and pictured her in my arms but this had not quite been the scenario I’d imagined.  I just held her and said nothing while the spasms of grief wracked her body and the tears soaked into my shirt.  I listened to her gut wrenching pain.  I listened to the troubled horses inside the stables.  I silently talked to God.  What do I do now, Lord?  Then I shut up and listened to Him too.

Horses are very sensitive to emotion and blood and, to a lesser extent, to death.  Which, other than death, I wondered, was disturbing them now?  I got my answer from above and waited until she had calmed enough then I stepped away gently.  She was wiping away the tears.  I had to know.

“What happened?”  She stared at me with unseeing eyes and the tears welled up again.  She said nothing.  “Sophia, what happened?”  I turned toward the stables which were lit up inside.

“No, Richard!” she screamed as she grasped at my arm.  I shook it off.  “Don’t please.  Please, Richard!” she screeched.  I kept walking.  “No, Richard, No!” her voice repeated again and again then as I entered the stables the volume subsided into sobbing but the anguish remained.  “Oh God no.”  Her words followed me inside.

I looked down at the once beautiful horse who lay on the straw in his box face toward me.  There was blood in rivers over his once handsome face.  At the origin of the flow when I looked closely was a single, small black hole.  The hole sat right in the centre of an imaginary cross which would have run from each ear diagonally across to each opposite eye. 

To clear the images I shook my head.  Still there.  There was no point checking for a pulse or even to look to see if he was breathing.  He would have been dead well before he hit the straw on the floor beneath him.  I took a deep breath and sighed.  What a terrible waste.  He’d been a beautiful horse, so full of the zest for life.  Though I had never lost a horse in this fashion I had some idea of the emotional turmoil and anger which must have been raging inside Sophia at that moment.  She knew my love of horses even with our short acquaintance.  No wonder she tried to stop me from coming in here.  It was only then that I lifted my head as I turned to leave.

I instantly stopped breathing.  I felt like I’d been punched in the stomach.  My eyes refused to believe what they saw.  It had been written in bright red letters with a spray can about eighteen inches high across the entire width of the rear of Ardee’s box.

MOVE OUT WHORE

OR YOU’RE NEXT

*    *    *
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The steaming coffee made from ingredients gleaned from her kitchen sat on the low table in front of us.  Hers was liberally laced with brandy from the cabinet I had noticed three days before.  I sat silently, allowing Sophia to think her sad thoughts and giving her sufficient time to recover a bit.  I imagined she just needed a friend as indeed anyone would at such a moment.  Eventually I reached over and touched her hand just to reassure her.

“You deserve an explanation,” she said quietly.  I was surprised by her calmness as she lifted the coffee to her lips.  “Oo, are you sure you got enough brandy into this?”

I smiled at her comment - a good sign of the beginnings of recovery - but I didn’t agree about the apparent need for an explanation though I didn’t want to argue about it.  So, as gently as I could, I said, “Actually, I deserve nothing.  The police will want the explanation.  However, I am wondering why you called me.”

She shook her head.  “No one else to call.  My family is too far away and I don’t know anyone else here.”  She paused while I sipped my coffee.  Bad situation.  Nice coffee.  “And I’m not calling the police.”

“No?”  I was surprised again.  ‘Surprised’ had become my normal state around this woman.

“No.”  Not negotiable.  Firm in her resolution.

“Sophia, this is serious,” I stated as calmly as I could manage.  “That’s a death threat out there.  It shouldn’t be taken lightly.”  I sipped more of the coffee and waited for her.

“Are you sure it’s a death threat?”

I almost laughed and would have if this scene had been on the television. “Whatever else could you take it for?” I asked seriously.

She lifted her head and looked directly into my eyes for the first time since we had come inside.  The eyes had lost all of the sparkle I’d found so attractive three days before and were bloodshot and rimmed in matching red.  Hardly surprising.  “It’s a warning,” she told me.

“That seems obvious,” I agreed sardonically.  “It’s still a death threat.  It’s not something to be taken frivolously.”

“It’s not what you think.”  I knew very well what I thought and it was all unpleasantly related to Ardee and the scene in the stables.  She lifted her hand from under my fingers and, precisely opposing what I thought she would do, she took my hand in hers.  “You do deserve an explanation,” she repeated from the beginning of our conversation but with more emphasis.

I went to object but her fingers at my opened lips silenced the words before they could come out.  

“You do, you know.  I acted abominably the other day and your despondent response then and your quick response tonight told me everything I needed to know - what I should have known on...  on, what was it, Tuesday?”  I nodded.  “I’ve struggled badly since.”

I simply inclined my head in agreement and had more of the coffee.  The time was not right to tell her I had also struggled so I made a partial peace offering.  “I’ve got some dying flowers in my office.  I bought them for you on Wednesday morning but it didn’t seem right to bring them at the time.”

“Sorry,” she said smiling uneasily but looking away.  “You see, when we met on the road you were such a gentleman and I was so attracted to you.  By the time you were leaving I didn’t want you to go.  I wanted to tell you everything then and have you accept me as I am.  It’s hard to find people - men particularly - I can trust.”  She stopped and looked at me again.  “I do feel that I can trust you.  That must seem odd as we’ve only known each other for a short time.”

“Not that odd,” I commented, “but that’s not a part of this discussion.”  People did not confide in me all the time but I had, on  occasion, had someone - some of my staff included - tell me their deepest secrets.  Apparently I was a good listener or so they told me.

“But now,” she took a deep breath, “now I have to tell you.”  I drank more of the coffee and again waited for her to put her thoughts together.  “When I was little I wanted to be an actress or a model.  As you can see I’m quite attractive.”  There was no conceit in the statement.  It was a fact which, if anything, had been understated considerably.  She was, even in her current dishevelled grief, bathrobe and devoid of make up, simply gorgeous, red eyes and all.  “It turned out I was too short to be a model and had nowhere near enough ability as an actress so I tried out as a photographic model.  I was...  I am a photographic model...  That’s what I do.”

That made good sense to me and I said so.  I suspected that she would be immensely photogenic with flawless skin and a face and hair made for the cosmetics industry.  If I’d ever wanted an immensely pretty but normal and wholesome looking person to advertise a product I would have chosen her immediately.  Still I didn’t see what all that had to do with Tuesday’s debacle or tonight’s tragedy.  I wanted to say that to her but felt it best to hold my peace.  It was her story to tell and it was my place to listen.  I would let her tell it her way and in her time.

“But that’s where it gets complicated,” she continued.  “I was successful long before I was ready for it emotionally.  While I was still at school I made very good money which my father wisely invested for me.  By the time I was twenty I was at the top of the tree earning far more than I was really worth.  One day I got a call from a well known photographer.  Well known in the industry, that is.  He wanted me to do a shoot for him in the Caribbean immediately - like yesterday.  I’d worked with Gerry Fulton before.  He was easy to work for and I was free at the time so I agreed.  The next day I was with him in the Virgin Islands to do the shoot.  I hadn’t asked what it was for or any of the details.”

In the pause that followed I realised she was waiting for a response.  What could I say?  “Keep going,” I encouraged.

She did.  “That must sound strange to you but I rarely asked for information like that because jobs usually got channelled through my agent.  Foolishly I assumed because Gerry was in a hurry he’d contacted the agent and got permission to talk to me directly.  It happens occasionally.  As he had not mentioned a fee I assumed that it was already agreed upon with my agent.  After we had done the work which was beachwear - you know, swimwear, hats, tops and so on - he told his crew to take a long break.  They left in one of the jeeps they’d hired leaving all the gear behind with us.  I thought they were coming back later to get it.”

Again she waited and I nodded to indicate I was listening.

“We sat down on the sand and talked.  I remember his words to this day:  ‘What would you say,’ he asked me after a while, ‘to doing some titillating shots for me.  I’ll pay you a lot more. And they are just for me.’   He insisted they were for his eyes only and that was why he had sent the crew away.  Just him and me there on the deserted beach.  I’m not shy about my body.  As a photographic model there is no privacy on a shoot for anything where you have to change clothes.  So you get used to it or you get out.  I couldn’t see any reason why not so I agreed.  It got a bit steamy.”

I was nodding her forward when she looked up.  I had already figured out the general direction this was heading.

“Not steamy at first, you understand, but after the ‘drop the strap off your shoulder’ and ‘pout at me’ came ‘take off the bra and let it slide down a bit. No, no, not too far.  Just enough to tease me’.  Then the bra disappeared and eventually the bikini bottom came off too.”

She stopped to watch me and I deliberately tried to keep any sign of shock or judgement from my face.  I was good at showing no reactions having worked in the horse racing industry for so long.  It was especially handy during negotiations for sales and purchases and at auctions.  Satisfied that I was not shocked or angry or running out the door she continued her confession.

“I’d already signed a release for the shoot on the plane.  That’s standard stuff.  The photographer owns the photos to do with as he wishes and I get a commission each time all or part of the shoot is used.  Naively I didn’t think these would be included because he’d said they were for him.”

Keeping my voice steadier than I felt inside I asked: “How long before the poo hit the fan?”

She smiled at my clear grasp of the whole situation.  “A few months but I knew it would come before it did.  My agent rang a few days after I got back and I thanked him for letting me talk to Gerry Fulton direct.  His reply was very short.  “Oh shit!” he said.  He hadn’t told me that Gerry Fulton, under a different name, an alias, sidelined as a glamour photographer.  Nudes and light pornography were his specialty stock in trade.  A week later a huge cheque arrived and I had all the confirmation I needed.  I’d made a big mistake.  Three months later the photos turned up in a magazine.”

“Predictable,” I commented neutrally.

“Yes.  From that moment my normal work started drying up and after six months I had been totally abandoned by everyone in advertising.  Everyone, that is, except Gerry Fulton.  He’d called me about half way through that six months and made me an offer.  Then, well you know...  that’s how I earn my living.  It’s not porn.  And not hardcore stuff.  Never anyone else in the pictures.  That was always my rule.  Just nude shots of me but...  well, a bit graphic at times.  And the world of glamour photography praises Gerry daily for discovering me. And he’s gone on to make a fortune from my photos.”

Again she paused as if not knowing how to end the narrative.  In the void I imagined a bit graphic meant the photos left nothing to the imagination.

“I make a lot of money from it and, because I’m in constant demand, I can get extortionate fees and contract conditions.  I have far more requests for photo shoots than I can ever do.”  She stopped.  “But...  but it’s not something I am proud about.  It keeps food on the table and allows me to keep my horses.  It’s a just job.  Not at the office like everyone else but it’s what I do.  Really, it is.  It’s just a job.”  She tried but seemed unable to justify her situation even to herself.  She looked guilty but I had to admit she also looked quite relieved now that she had told me.  She looked at me expectantly but clearly not knowing what I would say..

I didn’t know what I would say either.  I was relieved I’d shown no reaction, though inside I didn’t know whether to laugh, cry, or run.  “I didn’t know,” I said lamely.  I didn’t know what else to say

“I knew you didn’t know,” Sophia said to me. “ There was no sign of recognition on your face when we met.  I can always tell when I meet men.  You don’t read men’s magazines?”

“Read?  No, there’s nothing in them to read,” I replied with partial success at an attempt at brightness.  She smiled for about a microsecond.  “There should be a warning on the cover of men’s magazines like on cigarettes.  Something like ‘The Department of Education Warns: No Literacy Skills Required’.”  That got a giggle which was a good sign but her head was still down on her chest.  There was the beginning of a resurrection of the spirit.  I got serious again.  “I think it is essential that you tell the police, Sophia.  Get them involved.”

“No,” she said so no less strongly than before.

“Has, er, this happened before?” I asked tentatively.

She lifted her eyes to me but not her head.  The tears had dried up but were still very close to the surface.  “It has but not here in Lexington.  It’s why I’ve moved in the past.  Twice.”  There was steel in her eyes.  “But I’m not damned well moving again.”  Her eyes dropped to the carpet again.

“If you want some peace and privacy you’ll have to get the police involved.”

Her eyes flicked up again.  “No,” she insisted even if a less stridently.  “The whole area will know who I am.”  I understood why she kept to herself.  People tended to polarise over situations like this.  They were either horrified, thinking her a woman of loose morals, a slut, and isolating the person completely or they thought of her as easy thus forcing her to reject them and bringing about a self-imposed exile.  No one would believe there might be a good person to be discovered.  Either way she would feel an alien.  Trapped.  Isolated.  Especially in a rural neighbourhood like this one.  Scandals in places like this spread faster than fires in a gale.

“This might seem trite but I’d say someone in the area already knows enough about you.  Or thinks they do.”

“You think so?”  Her eyes were full of tears again though they had not emerged onto her cheeks.

“Seems obvious to me.  Look at the wall in the stable,” I stated.  “Whoever they were they couldn’t have been more obvious in sharing their knowledge with you.  Sophia, do yourself a favour.  Do us both a favour.  Get the police involved.  There’s a limit to what I can do as a friend.”

“Do you think they would help or just think I deserved it?”

“No one deserves this,” I said strongly but without raising my voice or using any emotion.  “Ardee certainly didn’t deserve it.”

“Do you think if I asked they’d send women officers out?”

“Yes.  However, you might be better off with men,” I replied, “at least in the beginning.  The majority of women would be more likely to be judgmental in a situation like this.  I think men might give you a more sympathetic hearing - at least in the early days - and the women will support you more after the men start acting like men often do.  If it helps I’ll stay with you and only leave if you say you want me to go.”

She thought about that for a while with the unchecked tears running silently down her cheeks.  The minutes ticked past then she pulled her emotions together and made her decision.  “I don’t want the publicity.  I don’t need it.”  She was thinking about it and I gave her the space to do precisely that.  A couple of very slow minutes passed.  “Okay, we had better get the police over here.”

I noted the plural ‘we’.  “Do you want to make the call?”

She shook her head and wiped her eyes.  “I don’t think I could handle it.  I need every moment to get myself back into shape before they arrive.  And I don’t think I will have very long.  Will you ring them for me?”  I smiled reassuringly.  “Great.”  There wasn’t much enthusiasm in her response but she sounded relieved.  “I’m going to have a shower and get tidied up before they come.”

“Good idea,” I said, “but no make up and dress really casually - track pants or jeans and loose sweater.  Not tight.  Nothing overtly sexy.”  She gave me a wry look.  “I mean it.  You need these people on your side.  You don’t want them getting the very idea you want to avoid spreading.  That will happen soon enough.  Now is not the right time to look overtly attractive.”

She showed me where the phone was in the kitchen and I made the call.  The sheriff’s office was reluctant to come before morning when I told them a horse had been shot.  So I added that the lady owner, who lived on her own, had received a death threat. 

“Why didn’t you say so in the first instance?” the male officer said.  His manner had changed immediately.  He  asked for my name, the address and the police promptly turned up at four o’clock.

By the time they arrived Sophia had returned looking better in jeans and loose top as directed.  She had brushed her hair and while her appearance had improved markedly she still, understandably, looked highly stressed.  Not good for her appearance but a good thing given the circumstances.  I had made more coffee for us and had thought about a sandwich but gave up on the idea.  I had no appetite and neither, I suspected, would she.  I got a kiss on the cheek and a “thanks” which was far more reward than I had hoped for.  Nonetheless subdued, we talked over the night’s events while awaiting the arrival of the police.  Luckily there wasn’t much to tell and the sound of cars on the driveway broke into our comfortable silence.

Four of them emerged.  Two detectives looking like they each needed another week’s sleep stepped out from a mid blue Chevy.  And two brighter, more alert looking officers in uniform from the local panda coloured car which had followed them.  As I opened the door one of the detectives, the shorter, thicker set one, spoke first while he stuck his right hand out and showed me his badge with his left.  

“Inspector Lincoln, Fayette County Sheriff’s Office,” he said brightly by way of introduction as I took his hand.  “This is Detective Arden and Officers Riccardi and Jones.”

Pete Arden I knew well.  He was a friend and went to the church I had started attending.  He smiled at me as I stepped back from the door.  “Come in, Inspector.  I’m Richard Hawkins, a friend of Miss d’Conte.  She called me a while back and asked me to come and I made the call that brought you here.”  I took them through to the sitting room where Sophia stood waiting.  

As Pete Arden passed he whispered:  “Fancy meeting you here.”  Then he winked and grinned conspiratorially.

Only Lincoln noticed or heard and he glared daggers at Arden momentarily.  Introductions over, the Inspector sat opposite Sophia as I had done the previous Tuesday with Arden alongside him.  I sat with Sophia while the two uniformed officers stood noiselessly to the side.

“Would you like some coffee?” I asked.  “It’s no trouble.  I’ve just made some.”

Lincoln declined as did the uniforms but Arden said: “Thanks.  I’d kill for one.”  Then, when he suddenly realised what he’d said, he apologised.  “Sorry, ma’am, I’d only had about ten minutes sleep when ‘Abe’ woke me.”  He smiled with his eyes and mouth but he looked about as drawn as Sophia.  “Been a busy night,” he added wearily as I got up.

I moved away quickly mindful of my promise to Sophia, went to the kitchen and almost immediately returned with Arden’s coffee in a deep mug.  He was already scribbling notes as Lincoln asked the questions.  They hadn’t got much past her details.

“So it was the gunshot that woke you?” Lincoln asked as I reappeared.

“No, no,” Sophia said clearly upset by the memory.  “The horses were restless.  A bit of kicking and whinnying.  I was getting up to investigate when I heard the gun.”  I sat down beside Sophia.  She moved closer until our thighs were touching.  She reached for my hand and held it in her lap for comfort.  Pete Arden looked up and grinned at me again.  I felt like scowling but thought better of it as Lincoln was obviously the senior man.

“And what time was that, Miss d’Conte?”

“I- I’m not sure,” she answered.

“You called me at 2:17, Sophia,” I offered.  “How long was it before that?”

“I don’t know really.  Not long.  I, er... I ran out to the stables.  The lights were on and Ardee’s box door was open.  I went straight in-  ”

She halted with her hand at her mouth, staring wide eyed, still in mid sentence as the vision of what she had seen rushed back at her.  The tears formed in her eyes again but somehow she held them back.  When she got it back together she continued.

“He was... ”  a tear trickled down the cheek closest to me and she sniffed once  “ ...dead already.  I checked for a pulse but I knew I was wasting my time.  I knew...  just by looking.  I stood there for a while.  I’m not sure how long.  I was too shocked to notice. Then I came back inside and I called Richard.  It couldn’t have been more than ten minutes.  Fifteen at the outside.”

“Around two then, you’d say?” Lincoln asked gently trying to prolong the non-tear period.

“Yes, I suppose so.”

The Detective turned his attention to me.  “And you, Mr Hawkins, what time did you arrive?”

“About 2:30.  I wasn’t taking much notice.  Sophia was in quite a state when she rang me.  I was concerned for her as she had not told me what was wrong.  She had said the horse was involved and to come.  Nothing else just that she wanted me here immediately.  I grabbed the first aid kit I use with my horses.  My home is only a few minutes away.  She was standing outside the stables when I arrived so my attention was on her rather than the time.”

“Yes, that’s understandable, sir.  And what did you find when you arrived?”

“Sophia,” I said without humour.  “As I said, she was emotionally distraught.  I went to get the kit from the back seat of my car but she said it was too late.  I comforted her outside the stables then went inside to the horse.  She was beside herself but I had to know what had happened.  As she said he was dead.  He’d been shot through the head by someone who knew precisely what he was doing.”

“Why do you say that, sir?”

“The location of the wound is precisely where I would have shot a horse - exactly where a veterinarian would place a bolt.”

“A bolt?”

“It’s a gun of sorts that fires nothing other than a steel rod which never actually leaves the weapon.  It’s designed to impact at high speed into the forehead of a horse or cow.  Very effective.  Instant death if used by an expert.  A bullet fired into the same place regardless of the right angle will have the same result.”

“Very interesting.  You are qualified to make such an assessment?”  I agreed I was as I had used a bolt more than once.  “And the death threat, Miss d’Conte?”

I answered for her.  “You’ll need to see the stable, Inspector.”

His head swung back to me.  “We’ll get to that in due course.  I understand about the horse, Mr Hawkins, however, the death threat is far more important.”

“Just my point,” I countered insistently.  “The death threat is written on the wall of the stables.  It’s in the box with the horse.”

“Oh!  Oh, I see,” he replied in an apology of sorts.  “Then we all had better go take a look, shall we?”  He stood together with Arden.  The uniformed officers started to move toward the door but I remained steadfastly motionless with Sophia.

“Er, Inspector.  Perhaps I should go with you rather than Sophia.  It’s a very distressing scene and I think Sophia has seen more than enough of it.”

He pondered that problem for a moment or two then looked directly at Sophia.  “Perhaps you could come but just wait outside.  Humour me, Miss d’Conte, if you will.  I would appreciate it.”  As gently as it was phrased by the detective, it was, I was sure, nothing less than an outright order.  “It’s sometimes helpful if people are near the scene of a crime as they occasionally remember things they would otherwise have forgotten,” he explained.

I thought it more likely that he wanted to see her reaction at the scene of the crime.

Sophia made it quite clear she didn’t want to go so I assured her loud enough for Lincoln to hear that I would not leave her side.  She came meekly enough but clung to me fiercely as if the killer was out there waiting for her to appear.  The lights inside the stables still blazed as we had not switched them off earlier before going inside.  We grimly stood outside and watched as the four police went in.  Even prior to the four men entering the other horses were unsettled and agitated.  Now they objected more obviously with thudding hooves on walls together with a lot of vocal objection.  Clearly, to me at any rate, there had been strangers enough for one night for these responsive beasts.

“Holy hell!” one quiet voice came from inside.  Sophia shuddered against me at the sound of his quiet but angry voice.

Officer Jones came out looking shocked and very pale.  He went a few steps past us and stopped.  “My daughter is horse mad,” he said to no one in particular yet, oddly, to us specifically.  “If that had been her horse...  Ma’am, I understand what you must be feeling right now.  And the writing ... ”

Riccardi came out next and went to Jones.  “You okay?” he asked putting his hand on his partner’s shoulder.

“Yeah,” his offsider nodded.  It seemed clear to me that he wasn’t as Pete Arden approached us.

“Miss d’Conte,” he began gently, “Richard here and I know each other.  Any friend of his is a friend of mine.  Is there anything I can do for you?  Anything at all?”  Sophia, who had slumped against my shoulder, shook her head too filled with pain and grief to answer with words.  “You let me know, ma’am,” Arden repeated.  “Richard knows how to contact me.”  He turned to go and I grabbed his arm.

“Thanks, Pete,” I said softly then mouthed the word “later”.  He nodded and went back into the stables returning a few minutes later with Lincoln.

“Anything come back?” Lincoln asked.

“Only the horror,” she replied.

“Okay,” he said acceptingly.  “There isn’t much more we can do tonight, Miss d’Conte, but we will have to return in the morning and the forensic people will need to come in.  So, if you don’t mind, stay out of the stables and the whole area around it until we advise otherwise.”

“What about the other horses?” I asked.  “You can hear they are frightened.”

“Will they do any damage to themselves if we leave there until the morning?”

“Probably not,” I replied, “But Miss d’Conte is likely to want them moved before the photographers go in with flash equipment.  They would normally be fed in the stalls early in the morning but if we can get them out they can go out to pasture early.  Is that okay, Sophia?”

She wiped her tears away.  She’d be dehydrated if she cried much more tonight.  “Yes, that might be best,” she said flatly.  “Richard knows what’s best with the horses.  If he gives directions about the horses, their care or safety, please understand he is working with my authority.”  

The inspector looked at me and I raised my eyebrows.  He had no idea that I had come a long way in the past two hours.  “Very well,” he concurred.  “You’ll be here in the morning, Mr Hawkins?”

Now there was a question.  “I find myself in a bit of a bind, Inspector.  Like Sophia, I’ve got horses to feed and water then put out to grass but I won’t leave her either.  Even if she came with me, which might be the best course of action, her house and the other horses would be unattended.  More to the point they would be unprotected.”

“Not if I leave these two here.”  He inclined his head toward the two uniformed men.  “Miss d’Conte would not then need to leave.”

“I go with Richard,” she said immediately.  She was starting to sound somewhat sleepy though still deeply stressed.  The long night was starting to show in her voice but it was probably a reaction caused by shock too.

“Is that a problem?” I enquired.

“None at all,” the inspector replied.  “What time will you return?”

“About an hour.”  He looked at his watch.  “If we make it two hours I can get us some breakfast.  I’m more familiar with my kitchen’s layout.”

“Very well,” he concluded. “Back at six thirty then.  I’ll need your address and phone number.”  I gave it to him and Pete wrote it down.  Not that he needed to - he had been there often enough and probably knew the phone number from memory.  It was his way, I knew.

We fed and watered my string of horses which would have taken less time than usual but for the admiring comments coming from my guest.  All were thoroughbreds of the first order.  None was younger than four.  All had superb race records and most with impeccable pedigrees leading back through some of the legends: Nijinsky and  Northern Dancer, Secretariat, Gainsborough and even back to War Admiral and Man of War.  All but Majesty, who was the nineteenth, had been bought since my arrival in the United States.  She, Majesty, had come with me from Australia.

“As tired and wrung out as I feel I can still get excited about these horses, Richard,” she said to me.  “They are magnificent.  All of them.  I mean it.  They must have cost you a fortune.”

They had.  “Not a bad string, eh?” I agreed as I patted the nose of the only stallion, Perpetual Stride.  He pushed back at my hand affectionately before going back to his feed trough.  I opened the door to the box and slipped past him and opened the exterior door that led to his own private pasture.  As I came back Sophia held the door.

“He’s quiet for a stallion.”

“None of his girls are cycling,” I explained.  “Don’t get near him when they are.  He gets a lot more boisterous.  He won’t ever mean to hurt you but his hormones take over and he only has a mind for one thing.”

“Mm,” she murmured.  “I’ll keep it in mind.  I’ve known a few men like that.”  I laughed heartily.  So had I.

We finished the feeding routine with a quick clean up.  None of my stable hands worked weekends yet although that would start to change the following week.  It wouldn’t be long though before the operation was a seven day a week job.  When we had finished, Perpetual Stride was the only one given his freedom.  The others, still finishing up their tucker, could all wait until we too had eaten.

“There’s bacon and eggs and plenty of bread for toast or there is muesli with or without milk or yoghurt.  Or I can whip up a fruit platter if you prefer.”

“The fruit sounds great,” Sophia told me.  “Can I help?”

I smiled at the prettiest guest I’d had since I’d arrived and wondered how long the offer might be on for.  “As my Dad used to say, Sophia, you can but you may not.”

She laughed wearily and perched herself on a chair at the end of the kitchen table.  The kitchen was large but less functional than hers.  But it was just what was required at a small stud.  We would ultimately employ about twenty people or more and the big kitchen table was ideal for staff meetings and breakfast for everyone after a predawn start.  It was very early days but I had to tentatively confess that Sophia was looking good as a potential addition to the scenery.

We ate in near silence enjoying, on my part, her closeness and company and hoped the silence indicated it was mutual.  Then we returned to the stables and turned out the mares onto the pasture of the day quite separate to Perpetual Stride.  In tired muteness we got into my car and returned to her house.  By the time we arrived a few minutes later she was sound asleep.  Exhausted, no doubt, from the high level stress and emotional trauma.  I picked her up and carried her into the house with the two police officers doing a search mission to find her bedroom.

Then I went out to feed and water her horses.  I fumbled around but eventually found what I hoped was everything they would normally be fed.  It’s not good to change the feeding habits of horses quickly.  I waited until they had finished.  There were no objections and nothing left in the feed troughs so I figured I had done okay.  Then tiredly and completely out of habit I led them out one at a time and put them into the same pasture they had been in three days before.  There was five or six inches of lush grass.  Another day of grazing wouldn’t hurt the paddock.

Only then did I remember the imminent arrival of the forensic team and the photographers.  Too late to worry about it now.  But I had been careful where I went and I’d stayed away from the area near Ardee’s box.  I went inside and crashed on the soft carpeted floor adjacent to Sophia and allowed oblivion to blissfully overtake me.

*    *    *
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HAD EITHER SOPHIA OR I been awake we would have been horrified by the conversation taking place in her kitchen.

“I know I’ve met her somewhere before, Eddie,” Riccardi insisted.  “Maybe just seen her, I dunno.”

“Hey, man, she’s a local,” Jones countered.  He paused then laughed at his own thoughts before expressing them.  “Anyhow, the way you think with what’s between your legs, boy, I wouldn’t be at all surprised if you remembered every girl with a face and figure like that.”

“Yeah, yeah, Eddie, you might scoff at me but I’m tellin’ you straight, I’ve seen her face before.”

Jones got more serious.  “How about the mug shots?  Maybe you seen her in there.”

“Maybe but does she look or act like a crim?  Anyway, I haven’t been through them pics for a while and I’ve got an itch inside my head that it was somewhere less important.  Want some more coffee?  Gotta give her that, eh?  She sure stocks great coffee.”

Jones sighed.  “We need to be thinking about something more important than where you’ve seen her and the coffee, Johnny.  Tell you what, you check our human charges and then make some more coffee.  I’ll have a look around outside and meet you back here.”  He looked at the time on the wall clock above the kitchen sink.  “It’s nearly eight.  ‘Abe’ Lincoln won’t be far away with the team.  You know he won’t be good for the digestion if he thinks we’ve been sitting around on our butts just smacking our gums together.”

He wandered out of the house without waiting for a reply and scouted around outside the stables.  It was very quiet.  Too quiet.  Those horses should be getting restless.  Long past the time they should be out.  Carefully he entered the stables.

“Shit!” he said quietly to himself when he discovered the empty stalls.  He looked back over his shoulder.  No sign of the horses down toward the main gate. He ran back through the stables and frantically checked the garden before coming to a sudden halt.

There was something he had missed.  Sure, the horses were not there but there was something else missing.  His mind ran back through the stables.  Damn, he thought, he should have paid more attention when he was with Ellie.  He mentally went over the routine they used when moving the horse out of their stables.  He tried hard to remember every detail but his mind had always been distracted by police work.  Then his daughter’s ten year old voice was chastising him.  Close the box door, Daddy.  If you don’t and the horse bolts and runs into it he can hurt himself.  You wouldn’t want that, would you?  He turned and ran back into the stables.  That was it.  All the box doors were closed.  No one with malicious intent would close the box doors.  Less hurriedly he walked through the stables and looked about.  He breathed a sigh of relief when he saw the horses, all five of them, grazing peacefully on the other side of the fence.  “There’s a sure heart attack averted,” he said out loud.  Back in the kitchen he related the incident to Riccardi over the coffee.  “I wonder why he moved them when he agreed not to?”

“Probably too strung out.”

“Yeah,” he agreed, “it’s been a rough night for them.”

“Nah, that’s not what I mean,” Riccardi said.  “I meant, Eddie, that he’s probably exhausted from screwing that sexy little broad- ”

“Don’t talk like that, Johnny.  Makes me real uncomfortable.  I gotta daughter ya know and I don’t want some hot blooded guy talkin’ like that about her.  Got it?”

“Yeah, I got it.  But I’ll tell you something.  I know where I’ve seen her.”

“Yeah?  Where?”

“In one of them skin mags.”

“No
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