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 Foreword

 


Dartmoor Devonshire is an eerie place
even in high summer. Ancient narrow roads twist and turn through
deep valleys to rise sharply to form the highest point in Southern
England. Storms and driving rain, lasting days, howl and lash down
across the craggy countryside.

Prehistoric woodlands with
lichen-covered stunted trees and crooked shapes, cast ghostly
shadows on full moon nights. Rivers slice their way though steep
wooded valleys of lush grazing pasture, on this remote windy
landscape, famous for the wild Dartmoor ponies.

Few stories have captured the
imagination of readers and writers alike than the great
thunderstorm of 1638, that wrought havoc on the congregation of St
Pancras Church one fateful Sunday afternoon, when a strange
darkness descended over Widecombe in the Moor. A sudden clap of
thunder was heard and a ‘great ball of fire’ ripped through a
window. Part of the roof was blasted off as the fireball ‘bounced’
through the church, burning dozens of the congregation and throwing
them around like rag dolls, killing four. Then, with another
deafening clap, the fireball disappeared without trace.

 


‘Here lies the body of

Roger Hill, Gent,

who died 21 October 1638

and

Anne his wife,

on 17 January 1648’

 


So reads the headstone marks the final
resting place of Roger Hill of Tunhill, killed during the Great
Storm of Widecombe on 21st Oct 1638, and buried In the grounds of
St Pancras Church, Widecombe-in-the-Moor, Devon.

An early report of this event puts the
cause down to a man, who had made a pact with the devil, falling
asleep in church.

But the most poignant record may be
found in a long poem, written by the village schoolmaster Richard
Hill, brother of Roger, the lines of which were painted on four
large oak boards and hung in the chancel.

 


A crack of thunder suddenly with lightening,
hail and fire,

Fell on the church and tower here and ran into
the choir;

A sulphureous smell came with it and the tower
strangely rent,

The stones abroad into the air with violence
were sent.

 


(An extract of the poem written by the village
schoolmaster, brother of

Roger Hill, reprinted in The Guinness Book of
Weather Facts and Feats,

by Ingrid Holford.)

 


Enter this rugged place, where myths
and legends abound, with care. For across the mists there may come,
the faint echoes of the hoof beats of a phantom horse and rider,
fighting to right an ancient wrong.

 




 


 



 Chapter
One

 


As Amanda gazed at the photo of last
year’s winners at the gymkhana, she brushed a tear from her cheek.
Coming second, she thought, was not fair. She ran a finger lightly
over the glass frame to highlight her silver sash and, in doing so,
noticed the way the horse nuzzled against her neck. Ebony deserved
better. Amanda gave a rueful smile.

There was something very special about
Ebony. She seemed able to read Amanda’s mind. When the girl was
tired Ebony carried her gently across the moors. On a sunny day she
would lift her tail and almost fly up the steep valley slopes. She
matched her mistress’s mood on every occasion.

Was this year to be Ebony’s last year
of competition?

Amanda remembered the way Bill, her
grandfather, had looked at her after last year’s race.

‘You’re asking too much of her,
girlie. Ebony’s form is not what it used to be. In fact, it’s as
though she has something else on her mind. She seems distracted
somehow.’

Grandad knew what he was talking
about, she knew. He had been Ebony’s trainer since she first got
the horse.

Amanda sighed and closed the photo
album.

‘Just one more race’, she whispered.
‘You deserve to have your name in the local record
books.’

The Annual Fair, Market and Gymkhana
were in full swing when Amanda and her friends arrived. Cars,
trailers, empty horseboxes stood abandoned along every narrow road.
Dealers and small traders packed the grounds, selling all sorts of
items some boldly claiming the status of rare antiques, others
labelled simply as assorted jumble. A patchwork of stalls and
wobbly tables stretched across the market place, while here and
there saleable wares sat piled dejectedly in a heap on the
tread-worn grass.

It was the same each year on the
second Tuesday of September a Bank holiday people everywhere
bargaining, licking melting ice creams or munching delicious
smelling onion filled hotdogs. Squawking rooks and crows squabbled,
scavenging for any dropped morsels.

Several uniformed policemen and women
and two plain-clothes men checked the stalls for illegal or stolen
items. The noise and din were enough to burst one’s eardrums. Two
plastic bags swirled in a sudden breeze bouncing on the wind, as if
in mock combat.

A siren sounded. There was an excited
buzz in the small arena as a group of Amanda’s school pals started
a Mexican wave and chanted:

‘Amanda’s number one Amanda’s number
on Amanda’s number one Amanda’s number one.

Soon the whole crowd seemed on
Amanda’s side.

Above the general chorus, Amanda could
hear Holly’s voice. Holly her best friend since kindergarten always
ready with encouragement and good advice. The two of them had
entered riding school together. It had been great fun but it was
Grandad who taught them to care for their horses and ride across
the moors, avoiding the bogs and mires. Amanda smiled to herself as
she remembered the day, four years earlier, when she and Holly had
each been given a horse of their very own. Holly had called hers
Navigator while Amanda chose the name Ebony for her sleek black
filly.

Now Ebony was saddled and ready.
Amanda waited nervously to be called. Holly’s final pep talk echoed
through her head.

‘You’re better than that bigheaded
Rogers’ twit. Just because her family’s rich and can afford to buy
the best horses and pay the best trainers, doesn’t mean she’s
better than you. She isn’t. You’ve got the smarts over her any day.
Just do it.’

‘It’s all right for you Holly,’ she’d
replied. ‘You’re down there. And I’m up here. Lets face it,
‘Bighead’ clocked a great time.’

Penelope Rogers was the spoilt
daughter of a rich landowner. Only yesterday Penelope had flaunted
her new outfit for the race and made sure all the girls saw the
price tags still attached to the expensive garments.

Once, Amanda recalled, when one of the
junior boys accidentally splashed some mud on her leg as they were
walking across the moors, Penelope had run screaming home to tell
her father how mean he was.

Earlier that morning, on their
moorland farm, Grandad had watched Ebony and Amanda during their
final rehearsal.

‘That’s as good as Ebony has ever
jumped,’ he said encouragingly,

‘Do you honestly think we can
pull it off,’ Amanda asked, unbuckling the saddle.

‘She’s in good shape there’s no doubt
about that. Her spirits are high. It’s as if she knows it’s show
time again.’

‘I heard at school, Penelope’s told
everyone I won’t even get a place.’

‘Really. Sounds like she’s worried to
me, or she’s playing mind games. Money doesn’t make for success.
You’ve got a horse with spirit. It’s in the genes and Ebony has got
it by the bucket full.’

Bill knew Ebony to be one of best
horses in Southern England. He had taught both Ebony and Amanda
everything about show jumping and competition riding. And having
won his own first European championship at the age of twenty-two,
Bill knew what he was talking about.

But today Amanda and Ebony were up
against the entire Rogers clan the wealthiest family on the
moors.

There was no doubt about fifteen year
old Penelope’s ability. She sat well in the saddle and had what
good riders call style. But she was mean: mean to her horse and
mean to other riders.

Amanda remembered her first encounter
with Penelope. It had been at the May Day Picnic Race four years
ago shortly after she had been given Ebony.

Penelope Rogers, a tall slender eleven
year old, dressed in the latest Marks and Spencer riding outfit,
was seated on her horse Hellfire. By her side stood her trainer
James Corbin, the best trainer in Europe. It was clear even then
that the one position for her was poll position.

Since that day, Penelope had entered
every ‘A’ list meet and been featured in every monthly Horse and
Riding magazine. Rumour had it that her father Francis Rogers
provided generous cash backhands to feature writers and
photographers to promote his daughter.

Amanda snapped back to the present at
the sound of the public address system. The commentator was
announcing her event.

‘And now for Amanda Elliott. You’ll
remember Amanda took second place last year. To take this year’s
winner’s sash she has to clock under Penelope Rogers’ all time
record of two-minutes, fifty five seconds. So give this competitor
a real Dartmoor welcome.’

The crowd clapped and cheered as
Amanda trotted Ebony into the arena. Ebony, her usual calm but
spirited self, settled as Amanda eased her toward the start
line.

‘Just do it, Amanda,’ Holly yelled,
the loudness of her voice bringing a chuckle from the
crowd.

Amanda stared at the clock, watching
the seconds ticking away. She leant forward and stroked Ebony’s
neck. ‘Let’s show them who is the best,’ she whispered.

As a dull hooter signalled her three
minutes had started, Amanda flicked the reins and Ebony took off,
swerving and turning with ease and pace, as if she knew what was at
stake.

Holly jumped up and down, calling at
the top of her voice, as Amanda’s other pals continued their
Mexican wave and chant.

At two jumps to go Ebony looked good
to take the winner’s sash. All she had to do was clear the final
jumps cleanly. Then it happened At the critical moment, Ebony
stalled in mid-gallop.

‘What is it girl?’ Amanda cried.
‘Ebony! What’s up?

The seconds ticked on. Ebony settled
and neighed as if ready to go again. Amanda turned her to the next
jump, flicked the reins, and Ebony cleared the fence with ease. She
hit the ground running, her hooves sending dirt flying. A lightning
fast swerve and she powered toward the last fence, the highest and
most difficult of the race. Once more, mid-gallop Ebony froze.
Amanda tumbled from the saddle, down onto the hard dry ground. The
spooked horse took off - galloping aimlessly around the
arena.

From her seat in the stands, Holly
rushed out onto the track. She headed straight for the spot where
Amanda had fallen. Already a small crowd had gathered. An emergency
vehicle eased its way between the thronging crowds. An ambulance
siren sounded and the crowd parted to let it in. There was no way
Holly could reach her friend now.

As she turned, Holly caught sight of
Ebony and knew the one thing she could do for Amanda right now was
look after her horse. She hurried to halt the panicked animal.
After a tussle she managed to grab Ebony’s reins and try to calm
her. Ebony was tossing her head as if struggling to tell Holly
something. Holly followed Ebony’s flared-eye stare into the stands
and up to the third row.

There sat Penelope laughing and waving
a clasped right hand in a victory salute. For a moment their eyes
met, the girl raised her other hand and saucily two-fingered Holly.
Then, dropping something from her right hand into her pocket,
Penelope dashed out of the competitors’ enclosure.

As Holly continued her hold on
the distressed animal, an unkempt youth emerged from the crowd and
crossed onto the track.

‘Hello, there! Can I help? The name’s
Heath. I have some experience with frightened horses.’

Without waiting a reply, he began
stroking Ebony’s forehead.

Ebony sniffed Heath nose-to-nose as
the youth began to breathe air gently through his nose and up her
nostrils.

Holly gazed in admiration. ‘You can do
it can’t you?’ she remarked. As Ebony settled, a look of amazement
washed across Holly’s face. ‘You’re a whisperer. I saw a film with
Robert Redford’ she paused. ‘Who are you?’

Heath touched a finger to his lips
signalling Holly to wait while he finished calming the
horse.

‘I usually work with the wild ponies.
First time I’ve tried this on a trained horse,’ he said at
length.

The minutes passed. He handed the
reins back to Holly. Smiling, he said, ‘She’s fine now. What scared
her?’

‘I think it was that Rogers brat with
one of those zappers.’

‘Magnetic Resonance Wand,’ Heath
confirmed. ‘Think for a minute. Did the horse get spooked
twice?’

Holly stared at him, wondering how he
knew?’ ‘Yes, yes It was twice.’

‘That figures,’ Heath
began.

Holly interrupted. ‘Where are you
from?’

Heath smiled a strange smile, wiped
one hand down his trouser leg and looked out across the moors.
Holly followed his upward gaze to the purple hills beyond. She
turned to speak to him again but he was gone melted into the
crowd.

Ann and John were running late. They
had promised to be in time to watch their daughter’s race but one
of their younger horses had tangled itself in a fence that morning
and had to be rescued and treated for cuts and
abrasions.

‘It’s five past three. Amanda’s time.
Come on.’ Ann yelled, grabbing John’s arm as they pushed their way
though the crowded fair ground.

The piercing sound of an ambulance
siren above all the din made Ann’s heart jump and a sickening
feeling settled in the pit of her stomach. ‘What’s that? Not
Amanda!’ John’s voice shook. Snatching Ann’s hand he charged
through the crowd.

Once onto the track the sight of
Ebony, her reins hanging loose and banging against her side as she
cantered first one way and then the other, confirmed the Elliott’s’
worst fears.

‘That’s our daughter lying there. Let
us through. Let us through, please,’ urged John as he pressed a way
through for Ann and him to reach the paramedics.

Amanda laid eyes closed and motionless
on the ground. An oxygen mask covered most of her face; a jagged
gash snaked across her forehead. One attendant was holding a bag of
fluid above Amanda’s head. Ann watched, too stunned to speak as,
from the bag, the drip slowly moved down the plastic tube and into
her daughter’s arm.

The white sheet draped over Amanda’s
body did nothing to hide the distorted angle of one leg.

John shook his head in disbelief. What
happened?’ he gasped.

‘She’ll be OK,’ one of the paramedics
reassured. She’s had a nasty fall and is in severe shock. There’s a
bad break to her left leg. We’re just stabilising her before we
move her into the ambulance and get her to hospital.’

Ann and John followed the ambulance to
the local hospital and waited around for hours while Amanda was
assessed, x-rayed and finally taken to theatre for surgery to
repair her leg. 

The surgeon confirmed it was a nasty
break. Midway between the ankle and knee, her shinbone had snapped
in two.

The rehabilitation was slow and
painful. But for Bill, Ann and John the saddest part was Amanda’s
reluctance to ride again.

 


 


 



 Chapter
Two

 


Bill Elliott chose not to watch Amanda
compete in the Gymkhana. He wanted her to focus on her riding
skills and not be distracted by the thought that ‘Grandad’ was
watching and that she had to win to please him.
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