


[image: The cover page of Unbridled by K. L. McKain features an equestrian couple standing side by side in riding attire with helmets and boots. The page is framed by decorative floral elements.]





[image: The title page of Unbridled by K. L. McKain, published by Hodder Education.]
www.hachettechildrens.co.uk




Contents

Title Page

Dedication

Chapter One: Carrie

Chapter Two: Luella

Chapter Three: Bex

Chapter Four: Carrie

Chapter Five: Luella

Chapter Six: Bex

Chapter Seven: Carrie

Chapter Eight: Luella

Chapter Nine: Bex

Chapter Ten: Carrie

Chapter Eleven: Luella

Chapter Twelve: Bex

Chapter Thirteen: Carrie

Chapter Fourteen: Luella

Chapter Fifteen: Bex

Chapter Sixteen: Carrie

Chapter Seventeen: Luella

Chapter Eighteen: Bex

Chapter Nineteen: Carrie

Chapter Twenty: Luella

Chapter Twenty-One: Bex

Chapter Twenty-Two: Carrie

Chapter Twenty-Three: Luella

Chapter Twenty-Four: Bex

Chapter Twenty-Five: Carrie

Chapter Twenty-Six: Luella

Chapter Twenty-Seven: Bex

Chapter Twenty-Eight: Carrie

Chapter Twenty-Nine: Luella

Chapter Thirty: Bex

Chapter Thirty-One: Carrie

Chapter Thirty-Two: Luella

Chapter Thirty-Three: Bex

Chapter Thirty-Four: Carrie

Chapter Thirty-Five: Luella

Chapter Thirty-Six: Bex

Epilogue: Carrie

Acknowledgements

About the Author

Copyright
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Chapter One

Carrie

‘Ow, my frickin’ feet!’

Carrie Brent’s shoes were killing her already. Three-inch heels were not for walking down country lanes and muddy tracks, but they were all she had that went with the dress – her usual high-tops weren’t going to cut it.

The dress had come from the back of her wardrobe, bought a couple of years ago for Auntie Gemma’s wedding. Floral and floaty, it wasn’t her usual sort of thing, and she’d had to stop herself from putting leggings under it, at least, if not jeans. But this was what you wore to the polo, right? That’s what the girls in the pictures of polo games on the Langdon Estate, where she was headed, were wearing. Yep, she’d done her research online.

Carrie didn’t give a toss about polo. Or fashion. But she had a deep, burning passion for horses.

There weren’t many in South London, although she sometimes saw people riding out on Dulwich Common. She always tried to jog the same way, just to be near them.

Now, here she was. About to enter horse paradise. It was only a tenner, just a weekend game, not the Guillards Cup or anything, but it was all she had – the last of her seventeenth birthday money from Auntie Sue. So, no drinks – she hadn’t wanted to ask Mum for anything.

Her mind was pulled back to their recent move. It was strange, with Mum and Dad. Obviously, all of them knew why they’d really left London. And she knew not to ask for anything other than the basics – sixth-form lunch money, deodorant, that kind of thing. Definitely not spending money. But they never talked about it. Every time she asked outright, she got the same old bluster about a better way of life, greater sense of community and a slower pace. She wondered if people actually spoke to one another in other families.

She shook her head. Today was about being under a stunning blue sky, admiring the summer dresses and designer handbags, revelling in the smells of the fresh air, grass, sunshine, expensive perfume and, best of all, horses. Play hadn’t yet begun, but some ponies were tied up nearby, all tacked up and ready to go. Just the sight of them made her heart soar.

As did spotting the VIP area. Carrie took it as a challenge. Operation Free Booze.

She made a beeline towards it, head high, swishing her hips, past jewellery and boutique stands and groups of hobnobbing socialites. She was taking care to walk on the balls of her feet and keep her heels out of the grass, so she didn’t get stuck. She’d got the dress right, but the shoes very wrong.

Blagging a glass of champagne was pretty easy, thanks to the low level of the white link fence and a shy teenage waiter with a silver tray who clearly liked busty, tanned girls in pretty dresses. Carrie sipped her fizz as she stood watching the game about to begin, holding the stem – well, she did know some things, even if it was only from watching Made in Chelsea. Two girls about her age – a tall, slim blonde and a buxom brunette – turned to look, and she stood up straighter and pushed her shoulders back, pretending not to notice. The brunette nodded towards her shoes and smirked.

Carrie checked her phone in what she hoped was a ‘my friends will be here any moment, in their Rolls Royce, probably’ kind of way, trying to look glamorous and at ease, like she fit in. That would have been a lot easier without the bloody heels. She virtually had to stand on tiptoes to stop them from sinking into the ground and her calves were already killing her.

And then – bam. The horses worked their magic. She forgot about being by herself. Forgot about the stupid heels. Forgot everything but a chestnut mare and a bay gelding pounding down the middle of the field. Her heart pounded with them as, at a fast canter, one tried to barge the other out of the way, urged on by their riders. They moved so fluidly, and there was something about them cantering along together, flowing, majestic and determined, that took her breath away. Like, actually.

‘Stunning, aren’t they?’

A middle-aged woman was standing beside her, smiling. She was dressed head to toe in designer gear, but not at all flashy, with sensible, solid wedges on. She looked like she owned at least three Labradors and probably had a husband called Henry and a London flat to save having to get the train back after the theatre.

Carrie shut down her overactive imagination. ‘They’re so beautiful,’ she gushed.

‘And at top speed they go about thirty-five miles an hour.’

‘Wow!’

‘Do you ride?’

‘No, but I’d love to.’

The woman smiled. ‘You should go and see if Terrence is around at the stables.’ She gestured over to the smart-looking stable-yard to the right of the polo fields. ‘Lovely old boy. He’ll let you know about the different classes and so on. You can do beginner’s polo training right here, on a Saturday.’

Carrie’s knees went weak at the thought. Bliss. Heaven. It would definitely cost more than a tenner, though – and she didn’t even have that any more. Still, she said, ‘Thanks, I will. In fact, I think I’ll go and look for him right now.’ Maybe he’d have a job going. Bliss. Heaven. And pay.

‘It’s terribly good fun,’ said the woman. Then, with a final smile, she turned back to the game and was soon absorbed again.

With a last lingering look at the horses on the field, Carrie tiptoed, and then pretty much limped, over to the imposing Georgian stable block, with its high archway and huge clock. She ducked her head into the office. No Terrence. No anyone. A couple of gorgeous horses had their heads stuck out over stable doors and there was the sound of contented munching on hay from stalls further along the row. Breathing in the sublime horse smell, she felt like her heart would burst with contentment.

She crossed the yard over to a beautiful bay pony with soft eyes, who stood watching her. She stroked his nose and he snickered softly. She laughed and thought she’d die of happiness as she felt the soft breath from his nose on her cheek. ‘You’re a gorgeous lad,’ she told him, soft and singsong. ‘These bloody shoes though! If I could just …’

She looked around. She didn’t want anyone to see her standing there in her bare feet, but she had to get them off. What if her calves seized up like Yasmina’s had in Year Eleven PE? She’d rolled around the sports hall screaming in front of the whole class, and that wouldn’t be a good look if Terrence, or anyone else, showed up.

She thought about hiding in the stable with the beautiful horse, but he was untethered and, lovely as he seemed, she didn’t feel confident enough being that close. And who knew what she could step in barefoot. Ew.

She limped down the row until she found an empty stable and slipped inside. Fortunately, it seemed to be used for storage, and there were a few hay bales. She collapsed on them and pulled the killer heels off, sighing in relief. Then she caught sight of something out of the corner of her eye …

Polo boots.

Really, really, really nice polo boots.

Could I?

She walked over, relishing the cool, swept paving bricks under her sore feet, and picked one up.

Just to try them. Just for a minute …

The leather was like butter against her calves.

‘What are you doing in here?’

She whirled round and blinked at the stable doorway. There stood a figure in the light – a tall, muscular, young, hot guy … who looked furious. With her.

She tried to style it out even though she wanted to die of embarrassment. ‘Erm nothing, just, well—’

That failed.

‘You can’t just wander in here. These horses are worth a fortune!’

She made herself meet his gaze, defiant, and was annoyed to feel a wave of desire ripple through her body. ‘You don’t have to look at me like that, you know,’ she snapped, surprising even herself. ‘I’ve got just as much right to be here as you.’

For some reason, this made him laugh. ‘Apart from the fact that you’re a little trespasser.’ His eyes flickered to the boots and seemed to linger on the exposed skin above her knee. ‘And a thief.’

Her mind raced, but she forced herself to smile – she needed to get him on side. ‘If I’m a trespasser, what does that make you?’

His face hardened. ‘I belong here,’ he said. He looked her up and down and snorted loudly. ‘You, very obviously, do not.’

She adjusted her dress to cover her calves then inwardly swore at herself. Why did she care what this arrogant posh boy thought of her?

He came into the stall and closed the door behind him, tension rolling off him in waves. She shivered with fear but also … desire.

Was she imagining it, or did he feel the heat too? She dared herself to step closer to him and the energy between them intensified. She told herself to get a grip – she could end up going home with a police caution instead of a job at this rate.

But his breathing had quickened, his muscles tautened and, when she’d closed the gap between them, he hadn’t stepped back.

‘I don’t have to answer to you,’ she said slowly. She could just walk out of here, but then it really would be stealing, and her shoes were …

Carrie glanced towards them, stuck with mud, probably ruined, peeking out from behind a hay bale. The boy followed her glance and clocked them. She braced herself for anger, accusation … But to her surprise he laughed, loud and sudden. There was something free about it, joyous. His whole face changed. It startled her and disarmed her all at once. It was then that she noticed his vibrant green eyes.

‘Who wears three-inch heels to the polo?’ he said, with a wide grin. Sparks danced in his eyes. He really was incredibly good looking, and those powerful shoulders … Oh my days.

‘So, why are you in here?’ he asked, leaning back against the whitewashed wall and looking at her with amusement. The confidence of him. It took her breath away. Not a flicker of self-doubt. She smiled, slow and easy. Enjoying herself, feeling like she was in a movie.

‘I love horses. Like, totally love them.’ It just came out. The straight-up truth, just like that, as she tugged off the boots. Then she added, ‘Who do you have to shag to get a job around here?’

‘Well, that would be me.’

She looked up sharply. ‘You’re not … You’re not, are you? The Langdon Estate heir?’

He gave the slightest nod.

Carrie was horrified. ‘You do know I was joking, right?’

He laughed and she instantly relaxed. ‘Of course. And for the record, I would never misuse my position of power like that.’ He looked into her eyes with a sizzling intensity and a lazy grin. ‘Anyone not currently employed by the estate, though … well, that’s a different matter.’

He may have been posh as caviar and crème brûlée, but he was hot as a chilli pepper, and possibly even a bit of a player. Maybe he just hadn’t met his match yet …

Carrie held out her hand. ‘Carrie Brent.’

His large hand engulfed her own as he shook it, and that same smouldering heat was back, making her breath catch in her chest. ‘It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Miss Brent. Freddie Langdon.’

She smiled. ‘You too.’ Pause. Let go of his hand, you idiot.

‘I have to go, but come back another time and meet Kerala.’ His eyes sparkled with mischief. ‘Seeing as you totally love horses. The poor girl’s injured and she’d love the company.’

Carrie’s heart cantered at a million miles per hour. ‘I’d love to. Thanks.’ Finally, reluctantly, they broke hands.

He threw her a flirty look. ‘Now, get my bloody boots off and allow me to escort you back to the game.’




Chapter Two

Luella

‘And then in the half-pass, if we just get a little more uphill, and rounder in the frame and a bit more through … and when did I get in the habit of talking to myself?’

Luella smiled as she strode along the busy, Saturday-morning Henlake high street. She knew the answer – since she’d stepped up two levels and entered the Dressage Nationals at advanced medium level.

The plan was to qualify for the Prix St George. Training with Donald Fergerson, the best dressage coach in the country, was going well, but it was only once every six weeks, when he was seeing clients in her area. She had weekly sessions with Jenna, the coach who’d got her this far, but it didn’t feel enough. They just weren’t making the progress she’d hoped for. She loved Charlie – her beautiful dapple-grey Connemara whose full name was Ragdoll Charlotte’s Web – to the moon and back, but they were lacking a connection that would win it.

She smiled to herself. She had a plan to help with that. A secret plan. The smile widened. A secret plan involving someone rather special.

‘What’s up with you, grinning like a Cheshire cat?’

Luella whirled around, recognising the deep, easy-going voice of Hugo Haggquist. He was sitting outside Elodie’s Patisserie with the world’s tiniest, strongest coffee, a chocolate éclair and, of course, Simeon Carmichael.

‘Hugo! Sims!’ She air-kissed them both, her smile strained as she tried to squash down the horrible, sick feeling in her stomach. ‘Well played on Wednesday, you both. That ride-off heading for goal got pretty tasty, Hugo …’

The boys didn’t notice her discomfort, thank goodness. Hugo laughed heartily. ‘I kept my line, just about. If it had been against the Balfour team, well, maybe I would have pushed the bounds of safety a bit harder …’

Sims laughed too and sipped his huge latte. ‘If Barnaby Balfour had been out on the field, you’d have had that ball off him like a shot.’

Hugo wiggled his eyebrows. ‘Nothing wrong with a bit of rivalry.’

‘You’re doing really well, though,’ said Luella encouragingly. ‘You’ve had an excellent start to the season. Both of you. Maybe you’ll even get a crack at the Guillards Cup. Lord L hasn’t picked the team yet, has he?’

Sims shrugged easily. ‘We’ll see. A lot of competition from the pros for that.’

‘And you?’ asked Hugo. ‘Dressage going well?’

‘Good, thanks. Charlie’s on form and I’m doing my best to keep learning and improving.’ The churning in Luella’s stomach intensified. They sounded like distant cousins, catching up at a family barbecue. When, not so long ago, they’d all been such close friends …

Before she could stop herself, her eyes lingered on their drinks. There was a moment, a beat, but no ‘Why don’t you join us?’

‘Good on you,’ said Sims. ‘Well, best of luck with it.’ Worse – that was code for ‘Bye-bye, then.’

‘Thanks, you too. I’m looking forward to seeing you play in the charity game. Only three weeks to go now.’

Hugo nudged Sims’s arm. ‘We’ll see those Balfours off, that’s for sure,’ he said.

‘That’s for sure,’ Sims echoed.

Luella instantly envied their easy friendship. ‘You’re such dorks,’ she said. ‘See you later.’ They were busy laughing, doing stupid impressions and pushing each other, and only Hugo raised a lazy hand in her direction.

As she strode away, she let herself imagine for one moment that Freddie was on his way and she was calling Bex to remind her, because they were all meeting at Brown’s like they used to. In the big booth at the back, by the old church window, ordering champagne and chips in the middle of the afternoon because … well, why not?

She shook the image out of her head, checked the time and grimaced. She was late, and no one kept Bex Chapman-Foster waiting.

‘Vile. Gross. Great-Aunt Harriet would wear this one, and she virtually shaves. Urgh, I’d rather die,’ Bex pronounced.

Luella shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot in the smart boutique. She wished that her best friend wouldn’t say what she thought about the dresses quite so loudly as she flicked through the rack. The owner was only over by the desk, after all. Miming blowing her brains out wasn’t great either.

Luella’s heart was still racing from seeing the boys. That beat … that awkward pause – it was tormenting her.

‘I wish things would go back to normal with Sims and Hugo,’ she said, as Bex held up a beautiful blue silk halter-neck dress and pulled a face like it was a saggy feed bag. ‘I’d look vile in this,’ she announced.

‘You’d look sensational – try it on,’ said Luella automatically. As she had done for years now.

Bex smiled. ‘Thanks, darling. Maybe I will.’ She tossed it on the ‘maybe’ pile she was building on a mauve crushed velvet sofa, and Luella noticed the boutique owner flinch slightly. She’d never say anything, though, of course. What Bex’s mother spent in this place in a year probably kept the owner’s children at St Jerome’s. And paid for violin lessons on top.

Luella tried again. ‘It’s such a shame the old gang broke up. We were all such good friends, for, well, almost five years, really, since that water sports summer camp …’

Bex looked up sharply and fixed her with a piercing glare. ‘If there’s anything less attractive than this dress, it’s hankering after the past. Nostalgia is very tedious, Lulu. Look forward, chin up, keep moving on. Friendships come and go. You won’t get very far in this world by banging on about how you wish things were different.’

‘I guess …’ A sudden, overwhelming feeling washed over her. It surged through her chest and took her breath away. It had been coming and going for a few months, usually when she was with Bex. And, finally, she knew what it was.

Loneliness.

‘God knows what Hugo and Sims fell out about, but since they made up, they’re closer than ever, so now there’s no room for you,’ Bex pronounced.

Ouch.

‘And Freddie’s busy learning the ropes on the estate now – it’s not personal.’ Bex said personal with a sneer, as if Luella having emotions was a hideous embarrassment. ‘Anyway, you’ve got me, what more could you want?’

Luella sighed and steadied her breathing. How could being with her best friend, the best friend she’d had since pre-prep, when they’d shared their lunches at school play rehearsals, make her feel lonely?

Her mind wandered. Bex’s lunches had always been leftover party sushi while Luella’s had been sturdy cheese sandwiches lovingly made by her old nanny Petra. Bex had been a star in the play, literally – a twinkling, shining star with two songs and a dance solo. Luella had been a tree. She was tall, even then, so they had just given her a couple of big branches to hold, added some green crêpe paper, et voilà.

‘Lulu? You’re missing my pearls of wisdom – and unlike everyone else you don’t even have to go on Insta to get them.’

‘Sorry … I’ve got a lot on my mind.’

‘What, A levels? Easy. Boys?’ Bex snorted. ‘No, definitely not.’

Luella wondered what that was supposed to mean, but she didn’t rise to it. ‘Dressage Nationals, of course.’

Bex blinked at her, as if it were the first she’d heard of it. In fact, Luella and Charlie had been training for months.

‘Charlie will be fine, and so will you.’ Bex fluffed up her glossy deep-brown hair and sighed dramatically. ‘Oh my God, are you having some kind of late-teen crisis? Cheer up, it’s not good for my image, having you moping about. It’s a total buzzkill.’

Luella forced herself to smile. ‘Yeah.’ She pulled a dress from the rack – rich purple, tight-fitting, gathered silk. She turned it to show Bex, said, ‘This will look amazing on you,’ and immediately hated herself for it.

‘You know, it would,’ said Bex. She threw it on the pile and then gathered all the dresses up in her arms. ‘Time to try these monstrosities on, see if we can salvage something from the wreckage. Take some shots of me, Lulu, won’t you? No, some video, and use the filters I like.’

‘Sure, no problem.’ Luella fished out Bex’s phone from her designer bag and each time Bex emerged from the fitting room, she filmed her looking fabulous in a different outfit.

‘Write “shopping with my bestie” on it in one of the fonts in my brand kit and upload it for me, would you, darling?’ Bex said as she swished away one last time.

Eventually, Bex appeared in her own clothes, with five dresses clutched to her chest. The rest lay in a heap on the floor of the fitting room.

The owner rang up Bex’s purchases while they made chit-chat about St Barts and let the cash register speak for itself, rather than announcing the shocking total. Bex handed over a credit card while waxing lyrical about Laurent’s seafood shack (seafood luxury dining room, more like) and hardly even blinked when the card wouldn’t go through the first time.

The second time she tried putting in her PIN, but no.

The third time she stopped her monologue about the ceviche. She laughed. ‘Oh, for goodness’ sake! Let’s try another.’

When that one didn’t go through either, they all agreed that it must be some problem with the card machine. The problem magically resolved itself when Luella paid with her Amex though.

As they headed out of the boutique, Luella felt a sudden surge of indignation. Like a sudden itch, it nagged away at her until she just had to scratch. ‘You could thank me, you know,’ she snapped.

Bex snorted, her shopping bags swishing in time with her slinky hips as she swayed along. ‘You want to talk about money? How vulgar.’

Luella noted the irony. Bex loved talking about money, and scheming about different ways to make lots and lots of it. ‘I just want you to say thank you.’

Bex laughed. ‘Thank you! Is that better?’ She stopped and peered at Luella. ‘Are you coming on, or something?’

Luella forced herself to smile. Even though she was, and always had been, intensely loyal to Bex, she found herself making a list in her head. Brittle. Ruthless. Possessive. Defensive. Things her best friend was becoming more and more each day.

She thought again of her secret, and how Bex most definitely would not approve, and, for only the second time that day, a real smile lit up her face.




Chapter Three

Bex

‘That’s not actually on the menu.’

Bex gave the anxious young waitress a death stare until she withered. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’

Bex sighed and pulled her phone and laptop from her custom Louis Vuitton tote. Time to get on with some work. Her personal brand wasn’t going to build itself, after all. As she replied to her fans’ – sorry, followers’ – comments and hearted anything that wasn’t outright offensive, she thought back to her morning of shopping with Luella.

She was sure it wouldn’t be long before her beautiful, talented, rich and clever friend was thanking her. There was no point having the whole package if you went through life with a face like a wet weekend. Someone had to tell Luella to get a grip, sort herself out, find her positive mindset and get rocking and rolling again. They used to have so much fun together. Pubs and clubs and cafés and brasseries. Gossip and boys and horses and fun.

Of course, having a fabulous gang to hang out with had all been part of it, and had made everything extra shiny. But if Hugo, Sims and Freddie had gone in other directions in the last few months, that was up to them. Luella shouldn’t fall behind in life because of it. Daddy was always talking about the danger of that. Life was a race, after all.

Bex knew exactly where life was a race to. Her own highly exclusive livery yard, It-girl status, fame as the hot, young face of British polo, her own perfume brand (far better than that awful stench she was photographed promoting last night) and coupled-up bliss with Freddie Langdon.

The race of life was more of a marathon than a sprint, and she wasn’t committing to Freddie and securing all his connections, wealth and status just yet. She was keeping him warm, with a night together here and there while they both had their fun, but they were endgame.

The fresh new generation in polo needed a king and queen, after all. And as for a kingdom, well, they didn’t come much bigger, or better, than the Langdon Estate. All that money was wasted on Lady L – she only spent it on wellies, organic tea made of twigs, and Labradors. And it was a shame about all that recycling and water saving and going on about nightjars, whatever they were. For old people, Lord and Lady L were surprisingly eco-friendly. When Bex finally married Freddie, she planned to bring a touch of sophistication back to the Langdon family brand.

So, yeah. Bex knew she had to look after Luella, and make sure they both made it to the finish line with all the money, status, horses and designer handbags they could possibly want.

Her skinny latte arrived, with a double shot – the night before had been a late one, at the launch of that dreadful perfume on Bond Street followed by VIP treatment at Cirque Le Soir.

She smiled at a social media comment referring to her as ‘Sexy Bexy’, and when she called her agent about a sponsorship deal with Ralph Lauren, she lifted her voice a little louder, loving the attention from people at the nearby tables. Civilians, Liz Hurley had famously called them. Bex thought this was a good way of describing most people. People who didn’t get it, and people who didn’t have it. The ‘it’. The shine. The Bex Factor.

She dived into a couple of polo club Instagram accounts and dropped nice, sportsmanlike things about other players here and there – all part of her brand. Then, she read about an Argentine pro coming to stay with the Balfours for the rest of the season, to play in their team and bring his smart, South American training methods with him. She didn’t think much of it – she wasn’t interested in another vain male polo player who spent more time looking in the mirror than she did. Freddie was hot, but he was effortlessly hot, which was far sexier.

Her green salad arrived, with a double helping of chicken breast and no dressing, exactly as she’d ordered. ‘See? Not that difficult, was it?’

The waitress blushed and fled.

As Bex ate, she politely turned down a couple of dates from friends of friends on her WhatsApp and blocked a dick pic sender who had slid into her DMs. God, those were enough to put you off your side of edamame beans – they didn’t even use the good filters.

After lunch she’d go and see Freddie. It had been a while since they’d had any fun together and it was time she reminded him where his priorities lay. With her.

Driving across the Langdon Estate, knackering her Lotus’s suspension, was always a thrill – especially as Bex loved to spend the time imagining what it would be like when she owned everything she saw, with Freddie.

She screeched into the stable-yard, stealing the disabled space. That was another Langdon obsession, accessibility and legal requirements and all that.

Freddie was striding towards her. He was waving, so she waved back, making sure her leg did the sexy Marilyn Monroe thing as she got out. As he got closer, she realised he was still waving – at the

car. ‘You can’t park there. You know that, Bex!’

She smiled demurely. ‘No one disabled ever comes here, Fredders,’ she said smoothly.

‘That’s not the point, they might,’ Freddie said sternly. ‘And don’t call me Fredders.’

She swished over and threw her arms around him. ‘I love it when you’re cross. You’re all sexy and masterful.’

She was rewarded as she watched him become noticeably flustered. He soon gathered himself, though, and peeled her off him. ‘Why do you drive that silly little thing up here, anyway?’

‘There’s no way I’m swapping my Lotus for a big, stodgy old Land Rover,’ she said archly. ‘I’m not dead yet, you know. I’m very much alive. And young. And’ – she leaned in close and lowered her voice – ‘we should go for a private ride.’

That was their secret code, and it got Freddie all hot under the collar. But he soon recovered. Much quicker than usual, annoyingly. ‘Move your car and then come and see me in the office. I need a word with you. In private.’

She gave him a provocative look. ‘Oh, sounds intriguing,’ she teased. ‘A word in private.’ Maybe that was a new code. Luckily, she always wore a matching bra and knickers set – which was her take on feeling good on the inside. Sod green smoothies. It was hot pink today, lace and satin, French couture.

Lucky future Lord Langdon.

Bex followed Freddie towards the office, after pointedly not moving her car. They’d played this game before and her defiance was all part of the flirting.

She caught sight of Gordo and Bomba – her two beloved polo ponies – in the yard and allowed her hard exterior to melt a little. Along with Estrella and Blanca, they’d got her to the position she was in now – poised to play for the Langdon team in the Guillards Cup, the jewel in the crown of the season’s tournaments. One of the grooms, Heather, was grooming Bomba, while another, Beatrice, was putting brush boots on Gordo, ready to take him and the others up to do sets. Bex’s facial expression returned to its natural state – as sharp as diamonds – and they stopped chatting instantly, focusing instead on their tasks.

Freddie would make a great husband, when the time came, Bex thought, as she returned her attention to the strong shoulders rippling under his checked shirt. He was a bit too country squire for the London scene so perhaps she’d date a rock star or a rapper for a while first, to round out her image and make her look street and savvy. And to keep Freddie on his toes.

‘Bex, we have to talk,’ Freddie said, his voice serious as she stepped into the yard office. He didn’t even offer her coffee from the electric jug warming on the table. Charming. ‘Dad was going to take this up with you, but I said I would, as a friend.’ He hesitated and Bex kissed her teeth at that word. Friend. ‘The payment for April didn’t go through as usual, so your father gave us his new card details, but when Robert tried charging the outstanding April payment and the May payment to it, it was declined.’

Bex’s stomach lurched, as she thought back to the boutique. But there couldn’t be anything wrong. Not really wrong. ‘It must be an admin mistake,’ she said. ‘Probably the card company making an error. You know how they are.’

‘Hmm.’ Freddie didn’t agree – but at least he didn’t push the point further. ‘Well, I said I’d let you know first, so you can quietly sort it out, without this going any further.’

Bex turned up her slow, flirty smile again. ‘I will. I really appreciate it.’ She let her top slide slightly off her shoulder invitingly.

Freddie glanced up at the wall clock, a hideous monstrosity painted with two pheasants, for goodness’ sake. That would be the first thing to go when she took over the place. ‘I’ve got a meeting in a few minutes.’

‘Sure. I have to go too. Busy, busy.’ She leaned in and kissed him on the cheek, her lips brushing his ear as she breathed, ‘Let’s go for that ride soon.’ Then she turned and swished out of the office.

‘Oh – Bex, one more thing …’

She smiled to herself then turned back, fixing him with a smouldering gaze. ‘Yes?’

‘You need to be nicer to the grooms. We’ve had complaints.’

She held her fury in. I bet it was that little ratbag Matilda, she thought. ‘I can’t help it if they don’t do things to my standards,’ she said sweetly, but the edge was there in her voice. ‘They should up their game, or you should provide better training. Maybe I’ll get my own grooms, that might be best. I’ll think about it.’

Freddie simply nodded. ‘As you wish.’ His voice had a slight edge too. ‘All our staff must be treated with respect.’

‘Of course. There must have been some misunderstanding,’ she said smoothly. ‘I’ll talk to them and we’ll straighten it out.’

If he could play it cool, so could she. She left without a backward glance.

Bex was still smarting over her encounter with Freddie as she stood in her kitchen, staring into the vast American fridge.

Her mother appeared in the doorway, leaning against it slightly, and they both ignored the obvious fact that she was drunk. ‘Bex, my angel, come and have Pimm’s in the garden. The Gregsons are here, they’d love to see you.’

Bex groaned. ‘Urgh, the Gregsons are so boring.’

‘I know,’ her mother said, reaching across her to pull a bottle of champagne from the fridge. ‘Come and save me, darling. They’re talking with your father about hedge funds. I think I might die.’

Bex rolled her eyes and turned back to the fridge. It was full of champagne, smoked salmon blinis and little prawn vol-au-vents, but no actual meals. ‘Why is there nothing to eat? Where’s Carlotta?’

‘Oh, she’s gone,’ said her mother, looking edgy. ‘She was offered a job in Maui, so we had to let her go and spread her wings, darling. You know, we only ever wanted the best for her.’

Bex blinked at her. No housekeeper? ‘But who’s going to shop, and cook?’

Her mother wobbled in the doorway and flashed her a bright smile. She looked slightly psychotic. ‘We are! We can go to Waitrose. It’ll be fun, darling!’

Bex shuddered, but at least it would be a way to spend time together – something they never really did. Until they found someone to replace Carlotta, anyway.

As her mother tottered off with the champagne, Bex’s mind shifted to her upcoming photo shoot. It was going to be in the drawing room, for an It-girl’s blog – all about her success on the polo field, as well as her plans for the future.

She wandered through the hall and into the vast room. A revamp had been planned for the previous autumn, but it had been delayed. Apparently the designer had had some trouble getting the right marble from Italy to match the cracked fireplace. The curtains needed updating – they were sun-faded on one side – and she’d have to replace that portrait of ugly old Great-Uncle Albert with something modern. Urgh – the carpet would have to go too, whether the designer was ready or not.

She strolled over to the far side of the room and idly raised the roll-up on her great-great-grandfather’s desk. She was surprised to see papers there, clogging the pigeonholes. No one ever really used them – that’s why she used to hide sweets in them when she was a child, and vodka when she was a bit older.

She pulled out a sheaf of them and flicked through, her heart banging in her chest. Here was the April invoice from the Langdon Estate. And her summer term invoice for school, and – here – a polite reminder from the Tennis Club …

Her mouth went dry, and her hands began to shake. What the hell was going on?




Chapter Four

Carrie

On this beautiful Saturday morning in late June, as Carrie breathed in the fresh air, rich with the magical scent of horses, fresh hay and, OK, poo, she couldn’t have been happier. She had secured a job at the Langdon Estate without any help from Freddie Langdon himself, and over the last couple of weeks she’d worked hard, learned quickly and, even though she was just a lowly stable hand, the grooms still spoke to her when they gathered round the coffee pot for a break.

It was only eleven, but she’d been there since seven and most of the heavy work was done – at least until the afternoon round of skipping out stables and refilling hay nets. She finished sweeping the yard and then it was time for her favourite job, grooming, with her favourite horse, Blaze.

Blaze was Freddie’s chestnut eight-year-old Argentine polo pony. Carrie worked her comb through his knotted tail and dreamed of cantering through the hills and fields round Yetbourne, with some kind of magical riding ability, since she’d never had a lesson in her life. Carrie and Blaze were just jumping a crystal-clear stream in her imagination when Freddie leaned against the stable door. ‘If you get a chance this afternoon, can you go over to the Balfours and get our ultrasound machine back? They borrowed it last Sunday when the vet’s was closed, and I want it back before they sell it to make a quick buck.’
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