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        ‘A horse is the projection of peoples’ dreams about themselves – strong, powerful, beautiful and it gives us the capability of giving us escape from our mundane existence.’

        PAM BROWN, HORSE PSYCHOLOGY; UNDERSTANDING EQUINE BEHAVIOUR (1992).

      

      

      

      
        
        
        ‘Horses change lives. They give our young people confidence and self-esteem. They provide peace and tranquillity to troubled souls. They give us hope.’

        TONI ROBINSON, SPEECH AT EQUINE ASSISTED THERAPY CONFERENCE (2007).

      

      

      

      
        
        
        ‘Horse racing is a mirror of life. It’s beautiful. It’s brutal. It’s pure. It’s real.’

        BOB NEUMEIER, NORTH AMERICAN HORSE RACING BROADCASTER AND COMMENTATOR.

      

      

      

      
        
        
        ‘A horse gallops with his lungs, perseveres with his heart and wins with his character.’

        FEDERICO TESIO, FARMER, RACEHORSE BREEDER, OWNER AND TRAINER.

      

      

      

      
        
        
        ‘People wouldn’t understand why my mamma would have this blind kid out doing things like cutting wood for the fire. But her thinking was: he may be blind, but he isn’t stupid.’

        RAY CHARLES, LEGENDARY SOUL, JAZZ AND BLUES ARTIST.

      

      

      

      
        
        
        ‘Everyone has special needs, like Father, who has to carry a little packet of artificial sweetener tablets around with him to put in his coffee to stop him from getting fat, or Mrs Peters who wears a beige coloured hearing-aid, or Siobhan, who has glasses so thick they give you a headache if you borrow them, and none of these people are Special Needs, even if they have special needs.’

        CHRISTOPHER BOONE, IN MARK HADDON’S, THE CURIOUS INCIDENT OF THE DOG IN THE NIGHT-TIME.
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            ✭ ANDY COOPER ✭

          

          OCTOBER, 1996

        

      

    

    
      Before he passed away, dad put on a bet on my behalf for twenty-five pounds. All seven horses won and the returns came to three-hundred and twenty-seven thousand pounds. Unofficially, this makes me the wealthiest postman in the East Midlands. I’m sitting in the living room of the flat I rent above Sanjay’s off-licence, when the telephone rings. My girlfriend, Rita, calls out from the adjoining room.

      ‘I’ll get it.’ A moment later she pokes her head round the door. ‘It’s Laura. Her and Duke want to know if we’d like to go to Colwick Park races on Saturday?’
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        * * *

      

      Three days later, the four of us exit a cab outside the racecourse entrance. Though I enjoy a bet at my local bookies on Manvers Road, I’ve never been to a racecourse before, let alone to my local one. I take in my surroundings and as we enter through the turnstiles, the sun pokes its head out from behind the clouds, illuminating the pathway that leads up to the grandstand.

      Racegoers of all ages pass us by, many dressed in their Sunday best. Others sit chatting with one another on wooden benches, scattered every few yards along the pathway. A bit further on, I hear the sound of clinking glasses and laughter ringing out from a marquee bar called Jonny’s. Around halfway to the grandstand we come upon a six-piece jazz band, huddled together on a small stage. The bandleader is wearing a trilby hat and a snazzy shirt covered with racehorses.

      ‘Good afternoon, we’re the Basford Players,’ he announces. ‘Welcome to Colwick Park!’ He takes a sip from his pint and counts in the band. I recognise the opening bars of  ‘The Sunny Side of the Street.’ The music puts a spring in my step and continuing along the pathway, the smell of fried onions and charcoal-grilled burgers wafts across the racecourse lawn.

      As we reach the grandstand, the sun disappears behind some clouds. To the left of the entrance, an elderly Timeform vendor is doing a lively trade, shoe-horned as he is between a Mr Whippy ice cream van and a Tote betting booth. A couple of minutes later we reach the parade ring, where our arrival is greeted by the clip-clop sound of horses’ hooves on tarmac. Rita turns to me and smiles. ‘So, what do you think?’

      I meet her gaze. Her hair is braided with colourful beads and gathered in a bun and the auburn-coloured coat she’s wearing compliments her latte complexion.

      ‘Well, it beats Meadow Lane on a cold November evening,’ I say, all dead-pan. She bursts into laughter and playfully slaps my shoulder.

      ‘Seriously, Andy! I’m curious?’

      ‘Seriously?’ I say. ‘I think it’s brilliant.’

      The truth is, it was love at first sight. I feel like I’ve climbed through the big screen up on the wall at Manvers Road bookies and arrived in a technicolour racing wonderland.
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        * * *

      

      That afternoon, I place my first bets since my recent windfall. I back two winners, though I end up slightly down on the day. After the last race I find myself separated from the others, carried along by the tide of the crowd to the edge of the winners enclosure. A jovial racecourse official congratulates the winning connections and ushers them on to the podium. The winning jockey and trainer join them and handshakes and hugs are exchanged. The glee on their faces speaks to me and while I find myself happy for them, I feel strangely envious too. The racecourse photographer steps forward to compose his picture. He turns on his flash-unit and boom - an idea strikes me, as though triggered by the blast of tungsten light. A pair of hands covers my eyes from behind me.

      ‘So, this is where you got to?’ says Rita. ‘All good?’

      She removes her hands. I turn to face her and smile. ‘All good. In fact, never been better.’
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        * * *

      

      One week later, I’m sitting in the driver’s seat of a white Ford transit van outside Manvers Road bookies. I hired it from a car dealership place just round the corner. I do a quick headcount in the rear-view mirror: Glen, Big Les, Duke, Des, One-Armed Bruce. Rita is sat in the front beside me. We’re just waiting on Lee and Sammy Chan. Just at that moment I see them, locking up the Flying Dragon Takeaway restaurant, of which they are the owners.

      Des slides open the side door as they reach the van. ‘Morning fellas’, he says.

      ‘Morning Des’, says Sammy, helping his dad into the van. ‘Has he said where he’s taking us yet?’

      Des casually shrugs his shoulders and smiles. ‘Search me.’
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        * * *

      

      Only Rita and Duke are in on my surprise. All I told the others at the King Billy the other night was to meet me here at ten o’clock in the morning.

      ‘So, where are we going, Andy?’ says Glen, from two rows back. ‘I’m not sure I like mystery road trips.’

      ‘If he told us where we were going, it wouldn’t be a mystery road trip would it, you berk’, quips Big Les. Duke and One-Armed laugh from the row of seats behind me.

      I turn the key in the ignition and the engine starts up. ‘You’ll find out soon enough, Glen.’
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        * * *

      

      We leave Nottingham in the direction of Arnold on the A614. A few minutes later, Big Les pipes up. ‘I know where we’re heading!’

      I make eye contact with him in the rear-view mirror. ‘Go on then.’

      ‘Southwell races?’

      ‘Sorry Les – another time maybe.’

      ‘You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?’ says Rita.

      I say nothing, but return her smile with a glint in my eye. I forge on passed the turn-offs for Calverton, Bildsworth, Farnsfield and Bildsthorpe, before taking the exit for Lidgett in the direction of Edwinstowe at Rufford Abbey. Before long I slow to a crawl along a private road. Five minutes later, I drive the van up a short, steep driveway. The sign displaying the name of the property is obscured by an overgrown hedgerow. I pull in to the gravel stoned courtyard and park between a red tractor and a mud-splattered Land Rover. Directly in front of us stands an old stone cottage. To our left and right are two giant barns, one of which is stacked from top to bottom with hay bales.

      ‘Okay’, I say from the driver’s compartment. ‘Everybody out’. Everyone exits the van.

      The air is thin and rich with horse manure. Big Les scratches his head. ‘So, what are we doing on a farm in the middle of the Sherwood Forest?’

      Removing a rucksack from the front seat, Rita and I look at him and smile. ‘That’s what you’re about to find out. C’mon.’

      I lead them past the stone cottage to the edge of a field. We pass a long white table in the shade of a giant oak tree, with chairs scattered around it. The field is hemmed in by a stretch of white railings. The outer width of turf on the inside of the rail has been ploughed and laid with an all-weather gallop. I turn and face my friends.

      ‘Okay, a starter for ten. Which Nottinghamshire trainer has won the Cambridgeshire Handicap no less than four times?’

      Glen pips Big Les to the answer by a short-head. ‘Ray Baldwin?’

      ‘Correct Glen. And for a bonus point, do know where his stables are?’

      Duke sends Rita a coy smile. She winks back at him.

      ‘Near Edwinstowe,’ says Glen. ‘In fact, not a million miles from …’

      Big Les stares at me. ‘Blimey, is this his gaff?’

      ‘Yes, it is,’ I say. ‘C’mon.’ I wander down to the gallops. Everyone follows suit. Leaning my hands on the rail, I turn around and addressing everyone, say, ‘Now. Listen and watch.’
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        * * *

      

      Out of view to our left comes the sound of hooves, quickly gathering speed. It becomes louder and louder and then whoooossshh! A chestnut racehorse thunders past, scattering a wave of fibresand in our direction. The hair on the back of my neck stands on end. Des gasps. Everyone looks on in silence as the horse is cantered back towards us. The horse’s rider removes their goggles. They reveal the smiling face of a girl in her early twenties. She has green eyes and strands of jet-black hair peak out from around the edges of her riding helmet. She greets me in a soft Irish brogue. ‘Hello, Andy.’

      ‘Hi Ellie.’ I turn and face my friends. ‘So, what do you think of her?’

      Sammy Chan is the first to react. Gazing at Ellie, he says, ‘She’s a looker all right.’

      I turn to Ellie and sigh. ‘I apologise for my friend.’ Ellie rolls her eyes. I look at Sammy. ‘I don’t mean her, you plonker - I mean the horse.’

      Big Les looks the beautiful chestnut horse up and down. ‘She’s a ‘‘she’’, is she?’

      Stooping on all fours, Glen seeks confirmation. ‘Yes,’ he says. ‘She’s a she all right.’

      ‘And a real beauty at that’, adds Des.

      ‘So’, I say, pausing for effect for a moment. ‘What would you say if I told you that this beautiful filly is now ours?’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As Ellie walks our horse back towards the stables, five stunned faces gawp back at me. For once in his life, Sammy Chan is speechless.

      One Armed Bruce appears sceptical. ‘Is this some kind of a wind up? Okay, where are the hidden cameras?’

      I can’t help laughing. ‘No, it’s not a wind up. Let me explain. Last week I went to Colwick Park races. I’d never been before. It was brilliant. And while I was there, an idea struck me - to buy us a racehorse.’

      ‘Bloody hell!’ says Glen.

      Des rushes towards me and embraces me like a long-lost son. ‘I’ve dreamt of owning a racehorse for as long as I can remember!’ he says.

      ‘You’re welcome, Des,’ I say, a little overcome. ‘Losing my parents last year was tough. Rita and Duke know what it almost did to me. Looking back, I don’t think I could have got through it all without the support I got from you lot.’

      Duke steps forward and gives me a bear hug. Lee Chan approaches. Placing his hands together like an eastern mystic, he slowly bows. ‘Thank you, Andy. Big shock. Nice shock! Now I think I need to sit down.’

      ‘You’re welcome, Lee,’ I say, smiling.

      ‘Thanks Andy’, says his son, Sammy. ‘It’s unbelievable! Sammy turns to Lee. ‘Er, are you alright Dad?’

      ‘I’m fine’, he says. ‘Big shock. Nice shock. All good!’

      I rest my hand on Lee’s shoulder – and point towards the large table under the oak tree. ‘Let’s all go and sit down over there. C’mon.’
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        * * *

      

      Once everyone is seated, I open my rucksack and take out two bottles of champagne. Rita circles the table and hands out plastic champagne flutes. I pop open one of the bottles and turn to Duke. ‘Perhaps you could tell everyone how Laura helped me turn my idea into reality?’

      ‘Sure,’ says Duke. ‘So, when Andy told me he was interested in buying a racehorse, I suggested he had a chat with Laura. You see, her uncle is Ray Baldwin - and as chance would have it, he’d just bought some horses for syndication.’

      I take over. ‘Laura drove me up here last week and introduced me to Ray. By then, I had a pretty good idea about what kind of racehorse I was looking for.’

      Big Les takes a swig of bubbly. ‘And what kind is that?’

      ‘I told Ray I was interested in a horse that would be suited by the straight six-furlong course at Colwick Park – you know, so we can all go and watch her run.’

      ‘Nice one’, says Sammy.

      ‘Ray recommended the filly we just saw. She’s a half- sister to two winners, both over six furlongs. Her pedigree suggests she’ll run best on good ground. Ray’s trained many of her family. According to him, they’ve all been genuine and straightforward, so that was that. I bought her.’ I pause to light a cigarette. ‘Now, here’s the best part.’ I take a swig of bubbly. ‘I’ve asked Ray to lay her out for us to have a ‘‘touch’’ at Colwick Park next spring’.

      Big Les empties his glass. ‘What, like our very own coup?’

      ‘Yeah,’ I say, smiling.

      ‘How cool is that?’, says Glen.

      Sammy laughs. ‘Andy Cooper – Nottingham’s answer to Barney Curley!’

      Everyone joins in, myself included. I see the glee in everyone’s eyes and feel a warm glow inside. ‘I think it’s time I introduced you all to Ray. He’ll be over at the stables with Ellie. Bring your glasses if you’ve not finished your bubbly. There’s something I need your help with before we drive home.’
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        * * *

      

      A couple of minutes later we arrive at the stabling area. It’s U-shaped, immaculately tidy and has horse boxes on three sides. There are thirty boxes and all but a couple are occupied. I see Ray and Ellie. They’re discussing a large bay horse stood in front of his box. When Ray sees us, he says something to Ellie and she leads the horse away. Ray waves us over. As we approach, Big Les and Glen appear hesitant. ‘What’s wrong?’ I say.

      Big Les looks down at his shoes. ‘We’re just a bit in awe of him, that’s all.’

      Glen nods in agreement. ‘Ray is something of a local hero, you know.’

      I place my arms around both of their shoulders and smile. ‘More the reason for not keeping him waiting then, eh?’
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        * * *

      

      The first thing one notices about Ray Baldwin is the awkward way in which he carries himself, according to Laura, the result of a riding accident some years back. His injury doesn’t appear to have left him in any pain however and his demeanour is open and friendly. Ray is of average height and build and wears a flat cap, framing an untidy thatch of wispy, silver-tinged hair. He’s wearing a waxed jacket, a pair of brown corduroys and wellington boots. Ellie stands at his side. We stop in a semi-circle before them. Ray’s eyes are a piercing blue, mischievous and playful, and when he speaks its in a gravelly, north Nottinghamshire accent.

      ‘Welcome to Nine Oaks Stables, everyone.’

      ‘Thanks, Mr Baldwin’, reply Glen and Big Les in unison.

      ‘Please, call me Ray,’ he says. ‘I believe you’ve all met Ellie?’ Everyone nods. ‘Ellie McGovern here is my Head Lass, my righthand woman so to speak. So long as your filly is trained here, she will be in Ellie’s care.’ He looks at each of us in turn and smiles. ‘I see you’re all enjoying a glass of the ‘‘good stuff’’?’

      Rita takes the hint and offers Ray and Ellie a plastic champagne flute each.

      ‘There you go’, I say, pouring the remainder of the second bottle into their glasses. ‘Ray, is it be possible to see our filly again before we head back to town? You see, I need everyone’s help with something.’

      ‘Of course,’ he says. ‘Ellie, walk her out here, would you?’

      Ellie fetches our filly from her box and leads her over. My heart melts, just like it did the first time I set eyes on her last week. She has a striking white blaze that runs the length of her face, but the thing that strikes me most about her is her beautiful, tranquil eyes. I fumble in my coat pocket and bring out a bag of carrots. ‘May I?’

      Ray smiles. ‘Be my guest.’

      I approach her cautiously. She tilts her head slightly, watching my every move. ‘Here you are,’ I say, holding out a carrot under her mouth.

      She takes the bait. As she munches the carrot, I ruffle her mane - and when she’s eaten up, I hold out my fingers under her nose and she licks them. I tilt my head slowly towards her and she does the same.

      ‘Can I give her one, Andy?’ asks Des.

      I look at Ray. He nods. ‘She won’t get fat on those’, he says, laughing.

      I hand Des the bag of carrots.

      One-Armed turns to me and says, ‘Have you named her yet?’

      ‘No,’ I say. ‘That’s what I want everyone’s help with. Any suggestions?’ Names spring forth. One or two are just plain daft, while others would definitely struggle to get past the Jockey Club names committee.

      ‘What about Manvers Road Star?’ suggests Big Les.

      ‘That’s it!’ I say – ‘it’s perfect, Les!’ Duke pats Big Les on the back. It’s the first time any of us have seen Big Les blush.

      ‘If I may Andy, I’d like to propose a toast?’ says Duke.

      ‘Be my guest,’ I say.

      Duke raises his plastic champagne flute and everyone follows suit. ‘To Manvers Road Star: The Queen of Sneinton!’

      Everyone laughs and applauds, before repeating Duke’s words as one.

      ‘Manvers Road Star: The Queen of Sneinton!’
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            ✭ ANDY ✭

          

        

      

    

    
      In time, the name Manvers Road Star morphs into the nickname ‘Star’. Using her initials MRS was short lived, after causing too much confusion - like the time we were all sat together around a table at the King Billy one night. Before heading to the bar to buy a round, I told everyone that ‘Mrs has eaten up well following a morning of light training.’  When I returned with our drinks, Big Les wasn’t the only one who was under the impression that Rita had enjoyed a wholesome lunch earlier, following a morning at the gym.

      ‘Project Star’ is a real team effort: I came up with the money, Laura came up with the trainer and Ray came up with the horse. Big Les came up with the name and after everyone else drew a blank, the Chans came up with the design of our distinctive racing silks. These are presented to the rest of us at a special unveiling at the Flying Dragon one night after closing time. Upon our arrival, the Chans position themselves behind the restaurant counter. Sammy invites the rest of us to sit on a long bench opposite on the customer side, as though waiting on a large takeaway order. Once everyone is seated, Lee unveils four beige napkins that he’s stapled together, onto which Sammy had drawn his design with colour marker pens. Using a chopstick as a makeshift presentation tool, he talks us through their creation.

      ‘We propose green as the main colour of the silks, overlaid with nine red stars, each one representing a syndicate member.’

      ‘Nice one’, says Des.

      ‘Yeah,’ says Big Les. ‘Like the Agha Khan’s silks, only better!’

      Sammy smiles. ‘Cheers, Les.’

      ‘What’s the thinking behind the choice of colours?’ says Duke.

      Sammy explains. ‘Red and green are considered very lucky colours - not only by dad and I, but by the entire Chinese race.’

      One-Armed chips in. ‘And one point four billion people can’t be wrong!’

      Lee Chan smiles. Everyone laughs. Sammy continues. ‘Red symbolises happiness, success and good fortune. Green symbolises money and wealth. Kind of appropriate, we thought.’ Sammy turns and looks at me. ‘So, what do you think?’

      ‘Honestly?’ I say.

      ‘Yeah – honestly.’

      ‘Well, what’s good for the Chinese, is good enough for me! I think they’re great, Sammy!’

      ‘Cheers’, he says.

      ‘Seriously mate, I’m impressed. Turning to his dad, I add, ‘nice job, Mr Chan.’

      Lee Chan bows.

      ‘They’re fantastic,’ adds Big Les.

      The Chans beam with pride. ‘Thanks everyone’, says Sammy, adding, ‘presentation concluded.’ He folds up the napkin and carefully places it behind the counter.

      Then Lee Chan turns to us all and says, ‘So – who’s hungry?’
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        * * *

      

      The team ethos behind ‘Project Star’ is completed by Duke’s contribution. Being a solicitor, he offers to take care of all legal matters, such as registering Star’s name with the Jockey Club, and ensuring that our syndicate name is added to the official register of racehorse owners. He also helps me draft a simple document covering the terms of co-ownership, copies of which I hand out to everyone at the King Billy one night. Also present is Ray, who I invite along to talk about his campaign for Star in the run-up to our ‘Colwick Park coup’ next spring.

      Holding a copy of the document in one hand and my pint in the other, I address the group. ‘This document makes us equal owners in Star. It also entitles each of you to a 12.5% share of any prize money she may earn during the year ahead. When the year is up, we’ll meet again and review the situation, based upon her performances on the track.’

      ‘Perhaps she’ll attract interest from one of the sheikhs?’ says Big Les, his eyes lighting up with dollar signs.

      ‘You never know’, I say, smiling. ‘Either way, your co- ownership of Star is entirely risk free – I’ll meet all the training and other costs during the year ahead. All the details are in here,’ I point at the document. ‘Any questions?’

      Sammy pipes up. ‘Yeah, I have one. When will Star make her debut?’

      Lee Chan says, ‘and how much can we have on?’

      A murmur of excitement spreads around the table. ‘I think this might be a good time for me to hand over to Ray,’ I say. Ray takes a swig of beer and raises himself to his feet.

      ‘So,’ he says, ‘as you already know, my job is to get your girl nicely handicapped for a race at Colwick Park next May. Before that, Star will need to run three times. The chief handicapper will then assess her ability based upon what he has seen and allocate her a handicap rating, befitting of these three performances.’

      ‘What do you mean by ‘‘nicely handicapped’’?’ says Sammy.

      Ray turns and faces me. ‘Can I be blunt with everyone, Andy?’

      I take a swig from my pint and smile. ‘Be as blunt as you like, Ray.’

      ‘Okay – so during Star’s first three runs, my job is to conceal her true ability from the handicapper – indulge in a little smoke screens and mirrors, so to speak. I’ll explain more about how I intend to do that later. If I do my job properly, it means that when she enters the starting stalls at Colwick Park next May, Star will be several pounds ‘‘well in’’. That is to say, running off a lower handicap rating than her true ability warrants, providing you all with the best possible chance of landing some big bets at decent odds.’

      Big Les rubs his hands together with glee and turns to Des. ‘I like what I’m hearing.’

      Des smiles broadly. ‘Me too.’

      ‘How do you conceal her true ability from the handicapper without breaking the rules of racing?’ says One-Armed.

      Ray takes a swig from his pint. ‘That’s a good question, one I can best answer with a question of my own. What race conditions has Andy said should suit Star best?’

      ‘A straight six furlongs on good ground,’ says Des.

      ‘Correct. So, on her debut, we run her somewhere that won’t suit her at all – like the left-turning oval course down the road at Southwell on the all-weather. You see, the handicapper can only assess a horse based upon what he sees - and what he’ll most likely see watching her run at Southwell is a horse struggling with the conditions, especially as I’ll only have her seventy percent fit on the day. All we should hope for on her debut is that she loads into the stalls without any fuss.’ A murmur of approval travels around the table.

      ‘Brilliant,’ whispers Big Les in Sammy’s ear. ‘This fella knows his onions.’ Sammy smiles and nods.

      Ray continues. ‘For her second and third races, we’ll run her in other conditions that will prevent her from showing her best form - rain-softened ground, racing right-handed, that kind of thing – so that when the handicapper comes to allocate Star an opening handicap rating, he cannot fail to give her a lowly one.’ He pauses for a second and takes a swig from his pint. ‘Then, in preparation for her big day at Colwick Park, I’ll put her into training on my six- furlong grass gallops. Slowly but surely, Ellie and I will build up her fitness, bringing her to peak condition on the day of the race. This is what I mean by getting Star nicely handicapped. And in answer to your other question, I’d say save all of your ‘‘hard-earnt’’ until May!’

      I glance around the table. Everyone is mesmerised. Glen turns to face me. ‘May I say a few words, Andy?’

      ‘Sure, Glen.’

      ‘I’d just like to thank you Ray on behalf of all of us for coming here and sharing your wisdom with us,’ he says. ‘I think it’s fair to say that we have an exciting few months ahead!’ A murmur of agreement sweeps around the table. Ray smiles. ‘You’re very kind, Glen. Thank you.’

      ‘So, everyone,’ says Glen, ‘please join me in raising a glass to Ray, who, in the spirit of another Sherwood Forest legend, is going to help this band of merry men rob those rich bookies!’ Everyone erupts with laughter.

      ‘That’s a flattering comparison,’ says Ray. ‘And one I’ll do my utmost to live up to!’

      Looking around the table, I experience a feeling of complete contentment. I feel proud too, proud to have set something in motion that my friends and I will never forget - a lifelong memory for us to share forever. All of have witnessed the occasional coup play out down at Manvers Road bookies - but the thing that will make this coup seem very different is that we won’t be on the outside looking in. We will be its instigators.

      I feel a tap on the shoulder. It’s Duke. ‘Roll on May, eh?’ he says.

      ‘Yeah. All roads lead to Colwick Park!’

      Duke smiles - and lighting one of his cigarillos, looks at my near empty glass. ‘Fancy a refill?’

      ‘Yeah, go on then.’

      Operation Star is underway. What could possibly go wrong?
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      It’s a bitter, cold January morning, and for the first time in my life, I’m Sanjay’s first customer of the day. Clutching a copy of the Racing Post, I scurry back up the stairway to the flat, throw off my coat and spread the paper out on the living room table. I flick through it impatiently, in search of today’s card at Southwell. I find it and scrolling down the page to the 2.45 race, look through the declared entries and there she is – number 5, Manvers Road Star.

      ‘Rita. Look!’ Rita appears from the bathroom wrapped in a towel. I point at the miniature colour graphic besides Star’s name, displaying our red and green racing silks. I pinch myself to make sure that I’m not dreaming.

      ‘Bloody hell!’ she says, ‘it’s so exciting!’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We arrive at Southwell Racecourse early afternoon. After parking the transit van, I ask Rita, Big Les, Glen, Des, Duke, One-Armed, Sammy and Lee Chan to line up outside the Owners and Trainers entrance. Starting with Rita, I pin a shiny green owner badge to each of their coat lapels, making my way along the line like a sergeant major dishing out medals to his troops. Once I’m done, I look at each of them in turn and smile. ‘Everybody ready?’ Eight faces nod back at me. ‘Okay,’ I say. ‘Then let’s go.’
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        * * *

      

      Knowing in advance that Manvers Road Star won’t be making a winning debut does nothing to dampen our first taste of the owner’s experience. It may be just another dreary, mid-week meeting at Southwell to many, but to us it feels like Derby Day at Epsom. Twenty minutes before Star’s race, in the manner of Michael Tabor, John Magnier and the other Coolmore cohorts, we stride purposefully into the parade ring. Ray sees me and waves us over. As we approach, he looks each of us up and down in turn.

      ‘Blimey!’ he says. ‘If there was a prize for the ‘‘best turned out’’ connections, my money would be on you lot!’ Everyone laughs. ‘Look’, he adds, pointing towards the entrance from the pre-parade ring. ‘Here she comes’. In walks Star, flanked by Ellie. Ellie holds her close, whispering sweet nothings into her ear.

      As soon as Star and Ellie have passed, a colourful posse of jockeys’ fan out of the weighing room into the parade ring. One of them is instantly recognisable due to his red and green silks. He strides over and joins us. Ray places his arm around his shoulder and smiles.

      ‘This here everyone is Callum Teak.’ The cherubic jockey nods and simultaneously slaps his whip down his riding boots. ‘Callum is an apprentice I use regularly. Star will be safe in his hands.’

      ‘Pleased to meet you all,’ says Callum. His words are met with a chorus of greetings.

      ‘How do you like the silks?’ says Lee Chan.

      ‘Very smart’, says Callum.

      ‘Smart, yes – and lucky too’, says Lee. ‘The colour red symbolises success and the colour green symbolises money and wealth.’

      ‘Oh, right’, says Callum. ‘Nice one.’

      ‘Success, money and wealth’, Lee repeats - before lowering his voice to a whisper. Cupping his hand over Callum’s left ear, he says, ‘not today, though.’ Lee catches Callum’s eye and winks. For a split second, I’m worried Lee is going to slip a wad of notes into Callum’s palm, but fortunately he doesn’t and I’m spared further embarrassment by the sound of the bell.

      ‘Jockeys please mount’, comes the announcement over the parade ring tannoy.

      Ray joins us. ‘Callum?’

      ‘Yes, Mr Baldwin?’

      ‘A quick word in your shell-like, please,’ he says.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lee needn’t have worried about Star out-running her odds. Though she breaks well, her wide draw gives her little chance and as Ray had predicted, she is unable to handle the sharp left turning track. Running slightly wide in the home straight to avoid the worst of the kickback, she finishes eighth of eleven, beaten twelve lengths.
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        * * *

      

      Two weeks later, Star runs again on the all-weather track at Lingfield Park in Surrey. We watch the race together on the big screen at Manvers Road bookies gathered around Des, sat in his usual place on a stool at the end of the betting counter. It’s raining hard at the leafy Surrey track. Up on the big screen, all eyes are on Star as she’s led forward by two stall handlers. She enters the stalls with the minimum fuss.

      ‘She shows a good temperament’, says Des. ‘A definite plus for Colwick Park in May.’

      I nod at Des and offer him a cigarette. He accepts. The gates spring open and Star breaks well, but as soon as she is off a straight line, she begins to struggle. Des says, ‘look at her action. She doesn’t like the surface, see?’

      I look at him and smile. ‘You could have worked for Timeform,’ I say.

      Des laughs. Two days previously, Des had been in to hospital for a check-up following a heart complaint. He’d had us all a bit worried, so it was good to see him in such good form. Star ends up being beaten about nine lengths.
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