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Praise for John Francome’s previous novels:

‘The natural successor to Dick Francis’

Irish Times


 


‘The racing feel is authentic and it’s a pacy, entertaining read’

Evening Standard


 


‘Francome has produced his best thriller by far. An action-packed storyline that gallops to a thrilling end . . . Likely to get the thumbs-up from Dick Francis’

Racing Post


 


‘Genuinely exhilarating descriptions of races that capture the tension and excitement . . . could be written only with a jockey’s insight’

Daily Mail


 


‘Mr Francome is a natural storyteller’

New York Times


 


‘Look out, Dick Francis, here’s Francome riding another winner’ Peterborough


Evening Telegraph


 


‘Mr Francome adeptly teases to the very end and cleverly keeps a few twists up his sleeve until the closing chapters’

Country Life


 


‘Pacy racing and racy pacing . . . Francome has found his stride as a solo novelist’

Horse and Hound


 


‘Authentic, thrilling and compulsive’

Bookseller


 


‘Move over Dick Francis, here’s competition’


Me  magazine




The man with the ponytail didn’t hate the people around him. They’d done nothing to him and to hate them would be a sin. He envied them though. Envy was also a sin but he couldn’t help it. He envied their happy faces and good manners and their well-fed good looks. The English out for a day at the races. He envied their niceness.

Nice was one of the first English words he’d learned. It was very useful. It could mean lots of things. Nice day, nice horse, nice woman.

His life hadn’t been very nice so far. He took his share of the blame for that. The world was tougher where he came from and he hadn’t always done the right things.

Like the girl he’d loved and lost. Sometimes he’d been nice to her but at other times he’d been hard. He’d known it at the time but he hadn’t been able to help himself. He regretted that and he wished he had the chance to make it up to her. To say sorry for the bad things he’d done and ask to make it right.

Then they could be together again.

But he thought he was just kidding himself. She’d gone for good, out of the country and out of his life. They’d never meet again.

Turns out he was wrong about that.

He could see her now, amongst a group of nice English, laughing and drinking in the sunshine. More lovely than ever.

She’d be thrilled to see him again and to know he still loved her.

They could make their life with each other in this new place. Back together again - like it was meant to be.

She’d be so happy when he showed himself to her again - he was sure of it.

He waited for his moment.




Part One

Spring




Chapter One

The Two Thousand Guineas at Newmarket is the first Classic of the English Flat-racing season. Run over the Rowley Mile course, the race takes just over ninety-five seconds to complete which, by any standards, is not long. If you mistimed a trip to the Tote or the toilet, it would be easy to miss the whole damn thing. But for Rob Harding, former jockey and now stud farm manager, the race seemed to take an eternity.

The horses were all three-year-olds, still young and raw. Some had only had a couple of previous appearances on a racetrack. But one of their number was about to prove himself a Classic winner and enter the ranks of the immortals. Not to mention winning a purse of over £180,000.

But it didn’t do to think about prizes. Not when you were the owner of one of the horses in question. A half-owner, to be precise, but that was more than enough horse to get Rob’s blood pumping crazily and bottle the air in his lungs. His friend Steve Armstrong, who owned the other half  of Goldeneye, muttered something in his ear but Rob couldn’t make it out. Nerves had affected his hearing too.

As the nineteen runners hurtled out of the starting stalls, the knot of bodies around Rob seemed to press as one against the balcony rail, though Rob could not have imagined it was possible for them to be wedged any tighter. He was crushed up against Bella and Kathy, his wife and stepdaughter - ‘the heavenly twins’ as he sometimes called them - and Bella shot him a quick, concerned glance from beneath her honey-blonde fringe, before turning to face the large screen on the other side of the course. As yet there was no point in them craning their necks to try and discern the line of horses thundering towards the stand, still almost a mile off. They would be in clear sight soon enough.

Rob picked out Goldeneye at once to the left of the picture; his rangy burned-sugar frame and white eyepatch were distinctive, added to the fact that Rob had seen the horse almost every day of his short life. Goldeneye had been bred on Rob’s own farm and was as familiar to him as his own face in a shaving mirror.

He’d not thought much of Goldie as a foal and it was a bit of a surprise when he’d turned out to be a flyer. As a yearling he’d been spindly and unpromising, like a seedling that shoots up too fast without the strength to sustain its growth. But he’d filled out as a juvenile - ‘grown into himself’ as racing folk say. He had taken to life in training  without fuss and showed some older horses a clean pair of heels on the gallops. All the same, Rob had been amazed when Goldeneye had walked away with his maiden race at Newbury.

Steve had won plenty with that victory which, being a bookmaker himself, had given him particular pleasure. He couldn’t believe it when Rob told him he hadn’t had a bet. ‘Tough luck, chum,’ he’d said. ‘You’ll never see him at fourteens again.’ And Rob, who never bet on horses to whom he was attached, had no doubt his friend was right.

But there’d only been one other race for Goldie as a two-year-old - second in the Dewhurst Stakes on this same course - after a virus had put him out of action for the summer months. Fortunately he’d been sound all winter and put in some sharp work, news of which had somehow leaked out and sent his Guineas price plummeting. Rob’s father used to say it was impossible to keep a secret in racing and Rob reckoned he was right. If only the old man were still alive so he could tell him so.

Suddenly the runners were upon them, charging towards the packed stands. Rob could see that Goldeneye was a couple of lengths behind the favourite, Tabouleh, his conqueror in the Dewhurst the previous year. But Tabouleh was at full stretch, his jockey working him hard while Goldeneye was moving easily, still with something in reserve.

‘Get after him, Tomas!’ bellowed Steve’s voice to his left.

The jockey was almost perched on the horse’s neck, riding so short it would have been out of the  question for most riders. But Tomas was nothing if not flamboyant. Rob had often wondered if all jockeys in the Czech Republic went about their business in the way he did. He was matinee-idol handsome and the flashiest bugger in the saddle Rob had ever seen. But beneath the showmanship Rob knew that Tomas was a skilled performer, not to mention a real worker. He’d started out in England breaking in yearlings and helping out on Rob’s stud. Later, when there was a staff crisis at Rushmore, the jockey, had introduced Rob to the curly-haired beauty by the side of trainer Charlie Moorehead: Tomas’s sister, Ivana. As far as Rob was concerned, the two Czechs were almost part of the family.

‘Go, Tom, go!’ roared Steve again, anger and frustration clearly audible in his tone.

There was no way the jockey could have heard Steve’s shout in the clamour all around but it seemed as if he did. His whip flashed and his body worked as he drove the horse beneath him towards the line. Goldeneye lengthened his stride.

He’s left it too late, Rob thought. Even though Goldie was quickening, there were barely a dozen yards left to the post and Tabouleh showed no signs of flagging. Then, remarkably, the daylight between the two animals vanished. Goldeneye was a caramel-coloured blur, floating alongside his rival as if on wings.

In front of Rob, Bella and Kathy were jumping and squealing, Steve was bellowing but the words were swallowed in the tumult around. Everyone  was caught up in the ecstasy of the moment. As in a battle, or a lover’s clinch, there are no neutrals in the climax of a Classic horse race.

‘I don’t believe it,’ was the thought in Rob’s head as the two horses merged into one, flying over the line like a beast with eight legs. But there was a clear winner: Goldeneye by a neck. It was either brilliant timing or sheer good luck.

‘Jesus, Ivana,’ said Steve, when the hugging and back-slapping finally stopped. ‘For a moment there I was going to kill your brother. Now I’m going to find the little sod and give him a great big kiss.’

Rob reckoned he spoke for all of them.

 



Geoff Wyatt watched the race on a wide flat-screen TV in the window of Dixon’s, ignoring the shoppers trooping up and down the high street around him. No one bothered him; they ambled past his skeletal figure as if he didn’t exist. In his hand he still held the betting slip he’d filled out in the bookmaker’s shop on the other side of the road. It read: Goldeneye, Newmarket, 3.40, £10 win. A winning ticket. If only.

He didn’t get out of the house much these days, not on his own anyway. But he’d planned this trip specially. He didn’t have many ambitions left in life. Wishes and dreams maybe - winning the lottery, for example. But not anything that could count as a proper objective, apart from watching the racing programmes on the television. Even they no longer held the charm they once had. It was like pressing his face to the window of a house  he had once owned, knowing he was barred from entering. Just as he was barred these days from entering a racecourse or a training yard or a bookmaker’s. He’d been ‘warned off’ all licensed premises until he paid the final fifteen thousand pounds he owed.

Once, fifteen thousand pounds would have been simple to arrange. Not exactly petty cash but a single phone call to the bank would have fixed it. Nowadays it might as well be fifteen million pounds, it was just as far out of his reach.

To think it was a bookie who’d blown the whistle on him. A bookie, furthermore, whose pockets he had lined for years. The bookie who owned the shop on the high street.

So the purpose of his little jaunt this afternoon - not that jaunt accurately described his hesitant plod, the bloody pills didn’t half slow him up - the minor ambition he set out to accomplish, was to place a bet. Even if it didn’t come up, just the placing of it would have given him satisfaction. A glimpse of the old life. A foot back in the door of the house he’d once owned.

He’d felt the stirrings of a familiar excitement as he’d slipped inside the bookie’s behind a labourer in dirty overalls and sucked in the familiar atmosphere of stale coffee and nicotine - it might be No Smoking these days but the fug of fags was on every punter’s clothes.

He’d always had a flutter on the Guineas. He’d had runners in the race, too, on many occasions though he’d never landed the big prize, more’s the  pity. He had a good feeling about this Goldeneye. He always set store by the breeding and though the colt’s sire was an out-and-out sprinter, there was stamina on the dam’s side. He still knew how to read a horse’s bloodline.

He’d almost forgotten his changed circumstances as he slid the betting slip and the tenner under the window for the clerk. This was more like life should be. Maybe there were some little pleasures left after all.

The woman behind the counter took the money and looked up at him.

‘I’ll take the price,’ he said.

‘No, you bloody won’t.’ It wasn’t the woman speaking but a man standing behind her. He was a youngster, under thirty anyway, which made him just a kid in Geoff’s book, wearing an ill-fitting off-the-peg suit and an earring. He acted like he owned the place.

‘I saw you sneaking in here, you doddering old fool. You’ve got a bloody nerve trying to place bets. Don’t you realise you’re banned?’

Geoff’s system seemed to have seized up. He wanted to square his shoulders, to speak in the tones that had once addressed the board and the shop floor, and put this jumped-up car salesman in his place. But no sound came out of his mouth.

Everyone in the small room was staring at him.

‘Clear off out of it,’ the man said. ‘Give him his money back, Shelley. If you ever see him in here again you’ve got my permission to kick his arse back out into the street.’

Now Geoff looked down at the useless slip in his hand. He would have won all of £60 if they’d accepted his bet. How pathetic. He chucked the crumpled paper into the gutter.

 



Ivana was in a state of shock but not because of Goldeneye’s victory. The race had passed her by in a blur and though she had pantomimed excitement to match the euphoria all around, in truth she had hardly taken it in. Her thoughts had been running on other tracks, playing and replaying scenes from a life she thought she had left behind forever.

The last person she’d expected to see among the crowd here at Newmarket was her ex-lover. Milos Cerny belonged to the world back on Uncle Kamil’s horse farm in the Czech Republic, an existence she didn’t want to revisit. Any life with Milos in it was a hellhole.

He must have been watching before the racing began as they picnicked in the spring sunshine on the grass by the white picket fence that lined the course. Charlie had gone off to fuss around Goldie but the rest of the group were there, Rob and Steve, Bella and Kathy. Ivana had allowed herself to get a little high on the champagne. After all, why not? This outing was a treat: Newmarket on Guineas weekend. How English. She was determined to enjoy everything about it.

That was when she’d made her big mistake - not that it would have made much difference, but wandering off on her own had made it easy for Milos to approach her. Stupidly, on the pretext of  checking out the runners for the first, she’d strolled off. Kathy had been getting on her nerves, the way she’d been laughing too loud at Steve’s quips and squirming around in that apology of a skirt. Even though her feelings for Steve were in the past - absolutely - the sight of him flirting with other women turned her stomach. So she’d marched off from the group before it spoiled her mood.

Under the trees by the pre-parade ring, a ghost from the past barred her way.

‘Ahoj, Ivana!’ He spoke to her in Czech. ‘Jak to jde?’ How’s it going?

He’d done his best to fit in with the race-going crowd, a too-tight blazer stretched across his broad chest and a trilby hat - how laughable - perched on his helmet of black hair. At first she thought he’d cut it - his big features seemed larger than ever - then she noticed the ponytail. She should have known better, he’d always been vain about his hair.

‘Aren’t you going to say hello?’

She’d been staring, dumbstruck. She wanted to tell him to burn in hell but she said, ‘What are you doing here, Milos?’

He smiled, an expansive grin that showed his big white teeth. She might have seen it as friendly if those button-black eyes hadn’t been trained on her like searchlights. ‘It’s a free country, moje holka.’

‘I’m not your girl.’

‘But you used to be, didn’t you?’

Indeed she did. It made her uncomfortable to think about it, though she had plenty of excuse. She’d been scarcely seventeen at the time and  barely knew her way around a stables. He was older and knew everything; he virtually ran the place when Uncle Kamil was hitting the bottle. Strictly speaking, he wasn’t handsome but force of personality made his prow of a nose and hooded eyes seem distinctive, warrior-like, imposing.

He’d serenaded her at night in his attic room with the candles and joss sticks burning. He’d crouch over the guitar, the mane of hair loose to his shoulders, softening his features, as he ran his shovel-like hands over the strings and sang in a haunting, ragged voice. She’d probably have fallen for anyone in those circumstances, friendless and miles from home, with him treating her like someone special, rolling her joints and pouring wine and crooning love songs in fractured English that she only half understood. But that had been in the early days. Before he’d started using her as a punchbag.

He was beaming at her hungrily. She wished she’d not left that second button on her blouse undone.

‘You’re looking as gorgeous as ever.’

‘I have to go.’

‘To meet your English friends? They look very nice. Quality people. You’re doing well for yourself in this country.’

A few yards away, spectators were milling around flapping racecards and laughing in the sunshine. She resisted the urge to run into their midst and disappear. She had her dignity.

He put his hand on her arm. The one he’d used  to grip her by the hair while the other punched her in the ribs.

‘I’m based over here too, you know. We should get together.’

‘Take your hand off me.’

‘Ivanicka.’

It was what he used to call her. It disgusted her that she should have to hear it again from him.

She yanked her arm away and ran for the crowd. To hell with dignity.

He called after her. ‘See you soon.’

Milos: the first man she’d ever loved, the only man she’d ever hated. She’d thought she was safe and here she was running from him again.

That’s all she could think of, as the celebrations of victory raged around her.

 



The kids next door were playing football, their shouts shattering the peace of the spring afternoon. The back gardens of the terrace were long and thin, more suited to games of cricket, in Geoff’s opinion, though that would put the windows in jeopardy. Not that breaking a few windows would have bothered those little ruffians. In any case, they had no time for Geoff’s opinions. No one did, not these days.

A battered black and white checked football flew over the fence and bounced on the dry scrubby grass that passed for a lawn. A barrage of groans and curses rose from the other side of the fence. Geoff was used to industrial language - he’d made his money in industry, after all - but he preferred  not to hear it uttered by those whose voices had yet to break.

All the same, he rose slowly from the stained plastic chair and bent to pick up the ball. It felt good in his hands. A man, whatever his age or state of mind, likes to hold a kid’s ball. It reminds him of so much.

With an awkward, long-out-of-practice motion, he tossed the ball back over the fence, silencing for a moment the recriminations that had been taking place. Then came a chorus of ‘Thanks, mate’ - which was something, the most politeness he’d received from outside his immediate circle for some time. It was followed by a muttered remark that he didn’t catch, which sparked an explosion of laughter. They’d identified the thrower and whispered the name they used for him - Zombie Man.

They called him that because he was gaunt and ghostly and moved silently about the world as if he were only half alive. It was an accurate name. Kids weren’t stupid.

If he could have been bothered to speak, Geoff would have told them that he liked the nickname. That it reminded him of a horse he’d once owned: Zombie Express, a chestnut chaser who’d enjoyed half a dozen decent years back in the eighties. He’d first raced on the Flat, where it became clear that the first half of his name was more apt than the second. So they’d turned him into a useful jumper and his guts and stamina had kept him plugging away through the mud and over the fences of the  most testing National Hunt courses in the land.

Zombie Express had had pluck all right - he never gave up. Geoff could do with some of the old horse’s spirit in him right now.

Once he’d run a business which turned over millions a year, employing three hundred workers. Had it running like clockwork, too, so it gave him time to do what he most enjoyed in life - horseracing. At one point he’d had more than twenty animals in training but he tried to keep it down to a dozen, mostly jumpers but always a few choice Flat runners in the hope of landing the big prizes. He’d nearly won a Derby once - Astrakhan Collar, didn’t quite get the trip and finished third - and had cheered home several Group One winners. None of them had gone on to have successful stud careers. That was a regret.

There were many regrets, few of them down to the horses, most of them down to himself. He’d always said he never worried about money but that was when he had plenty. It was a worry, all right, when the money escaped you. The harder he’d tried to hang on to it in these last years, the faster it had gone. Like trying to hold water in your hands, watching it dribble away through your fingers till you were left holding nothing. Except your debts.

He eyed the wooden post that leaned against the remains of a garden shed. It had been used as one end of a clothesline but some previous tenant had botched the foundations and it sagged loose. Jason said he was going to fix it at the weekend, dig a  deeper hole and lay down some cement. Then Rose could put up the new clothesline she’d bought.

The post couldn’t be that heavy, could it? He could surely manage to get it through the kitchen and up the stairs. So what if it tired him out? He had nothing to save his energy for.

 



Ivana hadn’t been able to get near Tomas since the finish of the Guineas and she was desperate to talk to him. When she’d first joined her brother in England she’d poured her heart out about her unhappy romance back in Czechoslovakia. Tomas would understand her distress at the appearance of Milos. But she couldn’t isolate him - he was too busy milking his moment in the spotlight.

She’d waited till after the presentation ceremony, watching anxiously amidst the crowd, keeping her eyes open for Milos. Rob and Steve shook hands on the rostrum, Charlie took a modest bow and then Tomas went up with arms raised in triumph, blowing kisses to the crowd. He got a cheer and a round of applause for his antics, mingled with some disbelieving laughter. Ivana knew that wouldn’t bother him. He was determined to make a name for himself.

But even after the journalists had finished with him Tomas remained a centre of attention with race-goers - most of them young and female, Ivana noted - eager for a word, some pressing him to sign their racecards.

When she caught his eye he turned from his fans and held his arms out wide.

‘You were fantastic!’ she said as she embraced him. ‘Brilliant - I’m so proud of you.’ It was what was expected. ‘I need to talk to you,’ she added in Czech.

‘Sure,’ he said, ‘but there’s a guy here I’ve got to see.’

‘This is urgent, Tomas.’

‘So’s this. It’s Sammy Swan.’

‘Who?’

‘The agent. It’s like I’ve been telling you, I need a new agent to get anywhere.’

Ivana could see that Tomas was bubbling over with excitement. He’d been trying to find a decent agent since last season when he’d fallen out with the previous one. She probably wouldn’t get any sense out of her brother at the moment. He certainly wouldn’t want to talk about her wretched love life back in Czechoslovakia.

Later, she managed to get him on his own. He was still full of the afternoon’s events. The meeting with Swan had gone well and she could understand Tomas’s ebullience - it had been a long road for him. On the other hand, she had needs too and she couldn’t keep her troubles to herself any longer.

‘Milos is here,’ she told him.

She could see it taking a moment or two for him to register the name. Though he knew the history of her unhappy romance - well, most of it - a lot of water had flowed under the bridge in the three and a half years since she had arrived in England.

‘Where?’

‘Right here.’

‘Jesus.’ He put his arms round her and immediately she felt her eyes prick with tears. They’d been there all along but she couldn’t hold them in any longer.

‘Did he see you?’

She nodded, digging her chin into his shoulder. ‘He spoke to me. He said he wanted to see me again.’

‘No way is that going to happen. He can’t touch you here.’

It was good to hear him say it, even if she didn’t believe it. ‘What if he comes after me?’

He stared at her, concern in his soft brown eyes.

‘But you and him are ancient history now. Why would he bother?’

Because he’s obsessed. Because he knows I’m scared of him. Because he can.

But she didn’t say any of these things. She didn’t want to spoil Tomas’s day any more than she had done already.

‘Maybe you’re right.’

‘You bet.’ He rubbed the nape of her neck tenderly, as you would caress a cat, she thought. Tomas had a way with animals. ‘Anyhow, I’m here to protect you. And there’s all your other big tough English friends. Nothing bad is going to happen, I swear.’

‘OK.’ She wiped her eyes and forced a smile onto her face.

But she was not smiling within.

 



Kathy was having a great time. Of course, just being  here to see Goldie take part in the Guineas would have been enjoyable but for him to win was fantastic. And the way it had happened, with Tomas snatching the race on the line, couldn’t have been scripted any better. They’d all gone potty afterwards, champagne had flowed and time had passed in a bit of a blur, though she did remember a man with a plummy voice shoving a microphone into her face at the presentation. She’d been on TV! They all had - it had been incredible!

But that wasn’t the end of it. So far, it had been a boring year, now the excitement of Mum and Rob’s wedding and the move to Rushmore Stud Farm was in the past. She’d even wondered, though she was damned if she’d admit it to Mum, if she shouldn’t have stayed on at school or gone to sixth form college. But the thought of schools and exams just turned her stomach. Even the computer course she’d done over the winter, though it had been reasonably interesting, had depressed her. Sitting in class was not her idea of liberated adult life. Neither was hanging around at home, though she did help out on the stud when she could, giving Mum a hand in the office and doing horse chores. But she was aware she ought to be more independent.

So Steve’s offer had come just at the right moment and set the seal on a memorable day.

Till now, she didn’t think she’d made much of an impression on Rob’s bookmaker friend. He cut such a cool figure in his handmade suit yet there was something casual about him - the open-necked  shirt, the hint of designer stubble, the glint of mischief in his ice-blue eyes. To be frank, he was drop-dead gorgeous if you liked that kind of look. Kathy didn’t think she did until she found him by her side on the rail of the parade ring before the last race.

‘What’s your fancy then?’

‘I like the look of that one.’ Kathy pointed to a small bay horse with white feet on the opposite side of the ring. ‘I’m sure he winked at me when he went past so I’d bet on him.’

Steve grinned. ‘You’re just the kind of punter I like.’

‘What kind’s that then?’

‘The sort who keep me in business.’

Kathy was stung. She prided herself on being able to spot a good horse - she’d inherited the knack from her mother. In fact, her choice had a nice deep chest and shiny coat, points which always appealed to her.

‘What odds will you give me then?’ she said.

He considered, the grin still in place. He seemed to find her amusing. ‘Since it’s you, double carpet.

If you know what that means.’

Naturally she knew - 33-1 - but she didn’t rise to the bait. Instead she pulled a ten-pound note from her purse.

‘I’ll have a fiver each way, then.’

He waved her money away. ‘On the house. If you come and work for me.’

She wondered if she’d heard correctly.

‘Rob says you’re at a bit of a loose end at the  moment and my secretary’s just left. Are you interested?’

Unusually for her, Kathy was at a loss for words.

Steve’s blue eyes fascinated her. ‘I gather you know your way round an office and you can work a computer. Come and give it a try.’

‘Are you serious?’

‘Absolutely. And, as I said, new employees are allowed a free bet.’

She was tempted to accept his offer there and then. It felt right, it would prove she could do something off her own bat - go for it! But she hesitated. Just then another voice cut into their conversation.

‘Hi, Kathy. Mr Armstrong.’ It was Gary Moorehead, the son of Goldie’s trainer. He was also the boy who’d taken Kathy out the previous weekend and whose calls she’d been ducking ever since. She liked Gary a lot, he was the only friend of her own generation she’d made in her time at Rushmore, but she didn’t want him going all serious on her. After all, what was a kiss between friends at a boozy party? Trust him to show up now.

Steve had turned from Kathy and was shaking the trainer’s son by the hand. ‘Great job with Goldie, son. I can’t thank you enough.’

Gary blushed. ‘It’s kind of you to say so, but I only travelled up in the box with him. I can’t claim any credit.’

Though officially assistant trainer, Gary had only recently graduated from college and was still finding his feet at his father’s yard. Kathy knew a  few noses were out of joint at his appointment and that he felt bad about it, which was a bit silly of him, in her opinion.

‘How’s it going, Kathy?’ Gary’s gaze was all over her which, to be honest, wasn’t always unwelcome. But not right now. Next to Steve, Gary looked just what he was, an awkward boy-man.

‘OK.’

‘Kathy’s coming to work for me,’ Steve said, putting an arm round Kathy’s shoulder. ‘She’s going to be my personal assistant.’

Kathy liked the sound of that - it had a ring to it. She beamed at Gary. ‘Isn’t that fantastic?’

‘Er, yes. Congratulations.’

He might at least sound like he meant it.

 



The wooden post was heavy all right but Geoff managed to get it up the stairs. Up two steep flights because these old terraces were tall and narrow. The good thing was it fitted between the banister rails on the landing and the other end rested snugly on the box ledge opposite which housed the soil pipe running from the top-floor lavatory.

Geoff took a moment to rest and consider his next step. He didn’t have all that much time and he wanted to do it properly.

He spent a good couple of minutes tying one end of Rose’s new washing line to the newel post, making sure the knot wouldn’t slip. He threw the cord over the wooden post. Then he cut it to what he hoped was the right length, leaving enough to make a noose.

He put on his winter coat and filled his pockets with heavy things. He found a couple of half bricks in the garden and some big stones. That was good. The more weight the better. The kids were still playing. He hoped they’d never find out what was taking place next door on a warm spring afternoon when they were having fun. But he supposed it was inevitable.

No point in thinking along those lines.

Rose was never going to have children. Even now she’d finally got married, there’d be no grandchildren. She’d told him so. At least Rose would have Jason to look after her when he’d gone. She was such a great girl. He hoped she’d forgive him.

He tested his weight on the line. It held, no matter how hard he tugged.

He was getting tired. Nearly over now.

When the Guineas was finished, they’d interviewed Goldeneye’s connections on TV. Geoff had stayed on to watch, transfixed by regret. For all of his life, he’d been part of gatherings like this, a group of insiders celebrating in happy disbelief. But standing there on the pavement of the drab high street, watching through a shop window, these people just looked smug and self-important. Is that how he’d appeared to all those outsiders looking in?

He didn’t want to be an outsider.

And there’d been one particular face among that smiling, smirking bunch on the TV screen which had filled him with disgust. The man who’d poisoned all his happiness, looking like he owned the world.

If that was what the world was coming to, Geoff no longer wanted any part of it. He put the noose over his head and kicked himself off the top step out into the void.

In the back garden a football sailed over the fence to a moan of disappointment.

‘Oy, mister, chuck us our ball back.’

But he didn’t.

Effing stupid Zombie Man.




Chapter Two

Though he was clutching a full glass of champagne Rob hadn’t touched a drop - not yet. He could get drunk any old day of the week. Around him in the bar, people were in high spirits. He tuned out the laughter and the loud conversation. This was a moment he wanted to remember.

He’d had good times in racing before but nothing like this. Maybe if he’d ridden the winner of the Gold Cup or the Grand National he’d have had a yardstick to measure Goldeneye’s achievement. But he’d never climbed the highest peaks as a jockey. Even if he had, he doubted if winning a Classic as an owner and a breeder could be bettered. And it was just the beginning; the prospect of landing more big races lay ahead. Then, when Goldie’s three-year-old season was over, the horse could retire to stud. Already, just by winning the Guineas, the horse had a ticket to a career as a stallion. And if he stood at Rushmore it would boost the entire business - kick it up a division or two at a stroke, so long as he proved as fertile as he was quick.

It was just a possibility, but a delicious one. The kind of dream he’d only dare share with Bella.

His wife was just a few feet away, laughing wholeheartedly at some joke, her hand on the arm of the man next to her for support. Bella didn’t do things by halves. As her throaty gurgle died away she glanced in Rob’s direction and gave him a look. It was the kind of look that said, I might be having a great time with this guy but I’d rather be alone with you. That was exactly how Rob felt about her too.

Bella was an angel. A woman who had appeared like magic to shine her light into his meaningless existence and transform it. A year ago, he had never even met her; now she was as much part of his life as his right arm. It was incredible to think of it.

He might not have known her before but he knew of her. At one time the whole country, it seemed, had been thrilled by her exploits at the Olympics. She’d been part of a three-day event team that brought home a silver medal. A typical British failure, a few cynics said, they missed out on the big one. But the squad had been bedevilled by injury and bad luck, so no one in the know had fancied their chances. And it had come down to a last day clear round by a slim blonde girl on an enormous grey horse which had shot the team into the frame. Rob had been an apprentice at a West Country yard at the time, just out of school, with no prospect of riding races in anything like the near future. He’d watched the  games on the telly in the unrefined atmosphere of the lads’ hostel where they rated the female competitors strictly in terms of shagability. When Bella Browning appeared on screen in a skimpy Union Jack T-shirt and little white shorts, rooting for our boys in the rowing, she’d topped the poll by a street.

A few years later, he saw her at a racing dinner next to her husband, a languid drink of water with a laugh like a foghorn. A polo player, he was told. She’d looked even more gorgeous than in her riding days, her golden mop of hair gleaming like a beacon from across the room, commanding his attention throughout the evening. But he’d not spoken to her. What could he have said? I used to really fancy you when you were in the Olympics? And with the slight touch of West Midlands in his voice he’d have sounded like a right prat amidst her polo pals. No thanks.

Fortunately, when he met her properly, there was no time for him to prepare himself in any way, no time to worry about what to wear and have his tongue tie up in knots at the prospect of sounding sensible. Funny how a long-distance adolescent crush could still stop a full-grown man in his tracks.

He’d encountered her at the end of the covering season, when her mare had been sent to mate with Rob’s senior stallion. Cape Fear was a vicious-tempered mountain of testosterone-fuelled muscle and sinew who terrorised his handlers and had once attacked a stable girl. But Cape Fear had been  quick in his short career as a racehorse and his progeny were renowned for their fleetness of foot. As a consequence, he commanded a decent covering fee, twice that of Rob’s other stallion, Curtain Raiser. In the equine hierarchy of Rushmore Stud Farm, Cape Fear ruled the roost because he paid the bills.

That afternoon, even though firmly held on either side, the stallion had been particularly truculent and it had required all of Rob’s skill and that of Jacko, his regular helper from the village, to ensure that the object of Cape Fear’s momentary affections was not savaged. Not unnaturally the mare was spooked by the whole experience.

After the covering, while Jacko led the temporarily docile stallion away, Rob relaxed and the jittery mare aimed a kick in his direction. Instinct prevented the hoof landing squarely on his thigh but, as he leapt aside, Rob slipped and landed heavily in a pile of droppings. He swore loud and long as he sprawled on the floor, much to the amusement of the lads who were watching.

‘Just like a bloody woman,’ he muttered as he squatted on his knees, brushing horse muck off his jeans. ‘Give her the poke of her life and she dumps you in the shit.’

There was a different note to their laughter this time, throaty and melodious. Rob looked up to see that they’d been joined by a woman in jeans and a primrose-yellow shirt. The mare’s owner had finally turned up. The booking had been made by a Mrs de Lisle but, as Rob took in the silky blonde  bob and familiar, impish grin, he realised who she really was.

‘You’re Bella Browning,’ he said.

‘I used to be.’ Her smile faded as she stared at him - God, what must he look like? - and held out a hand to help him to his feet.

She’d raised him up. The way he looked at it now, the act was symbolic. And things had kept getting better for the pair of them, culminating in Goldie’s victory today.

Bella caught his eye and grinned.

When he got home he’d look out the old stud book, the one his dad had bought when he’d first started chasing his dream of breeding horses. The brown leather cover was scuffed and stained but the lettering on the cover - ‘Rushmore Stud’, embossed in gold - still retained most of its gloss. His father had begun the record back in 1973 with a mare called Smithfield Track - named after the first racecourse in Britain, so his dad used to tell young Rob when he sat on his knee and turned the heavy white pages.

In nearly thirty years his father had bred and raced over sixty horses and never produced the really good one he longed for. Until now, of course.

Rob could trace Goldeneye back five generations. His dam had been bred at Rushmore, raced in his father’s colours and then sold to Steve’s father who had kept her at the stud. She was dead too, more’s the pity.

He was getting sentimental but he didn’t care. Other people and other horses had played their  part in Goldeneye’s triumph and they should be remembered. He’d record Goldie’s Guineas triumph in his father’s old book because it belonged to his dad as much as it did to him. If the old man were still alive he’d be telling everyone in the bar about his lifetime quest to breed a Classic winner.

Rob lifted his glass to his lips and raised a silent toast.

 



Ivana had slipped away from the crowd in the bar and returned to the balcony of the stand. She felt safer up here, where there was less chance of running into Milos. She wished she could just go. The day was spoiled.

A hand gripped her elbow.

She pulled away, a gasp of fear in her throat.

‘Steady on.’

It was Charlie. His face was flushed and his eyes were twinkling with mischief.

‘It’s OK, sweetheart, they’re all still downstairs. No one has got their beady eyes on us.’

He’d misinterpreted her alarm. His big hand found the curve of her waist, pulling her into his bulk. She softened. She liked the feel of his solid form next to her, even though she knew the security he exuded was just an illusion.

How they’d kept their affair secret for the past six months was a mystery. Were people just unobservant? More likely, they didn’t think Charlie would dare cheat on his formidable, horse-faced wife. Or that an attractive woman in her mid-twenties  would fall for a middle-aged family man with a blood-pressure problem. More fool them.

All the same, she doubted if they would ever have connected if she hadn’t gone to look for her brother at Charlie’s yard on the day that Green Stripe, the yard’s veteran sprinter, had broken a leg at Warwick and been put down. She’d found the place almost deserted, with only the trainer himself standing as still as a statue in the dead horse’s stall. He didn’t respond to her greeting and she thought he’d not even been aware of her presence as she retreated. But the next day he sought her out at Rushmore to apologise.

He wasn’t like her other boyfriends. He wasn’t young or handsome or, strictly speaking, available. But he was funny and knowledgeable and passionate about his horses, not to mention accomplished at his business - his yard regularly produced high-class horses. A man of seniority and standing who shared Ivana’s love for horses - how could she not be tempted by a suitor like that?

In the first days of their liaison, she’d dreamed that he might dump Louise for her. He wasn’t the philandering type, he’d said so and Ivana believed him when he claimed she was the only woman who’d ever tempted him to stray outside his marriage. So he must love her. Successful man changes wife for a younger, sexier woman - it was a familiar tale the world over. Ivana waited for the narrative to unfold.

Well, she knew better than that now. Charlie was no youthful romantic. He wasn’t going to turn his  domestic life upside down for her. The English had a phrase for girls in her position. She was Charlie’s ‘bit on the side’. So at least she’d learned something.

‘I’ll give you a ride back afterwards.’ His breath was hot in her ear, the double entendre obvious.

‘Aren’t there things you have to do?’ He was the winning trainer of the Guineas. If the press and public were all over Tomas, they’d be after Charlie too.

‘I’d rather spend the time with you.’ He kissed her fiercely.

‘What time can we leave?’ she murmured into his throat, enjoying his grip on her waist.

Even ten minutes in the security of his arms in the back of his car was better than nothing. It was what she needed to wipe the picture of Milos from her mind.

 



Bella was watching her booze intake - someone had to be sober enough to get them all home. Winning a Classic with a home-bred horse was an incredible achievement but the party could soon go sour if someone got done for drink-driving on the way back to Warwickshire. Not that she wasn’t as thrilled as anybody at the way Goldie had thrust his adorable brown-and-white head across the finishing line to pip the favourite. But what she felt most was not triumph or ecstasy but good old-fashioned relief. Though she’d not been professionally involved in racing she’d worked with horses all her life and reckoned she knew how to spot a winner. In  the wee hours of the morning, with Rob lying awake in a nervous sweat, she’d convinced him Goldie would win. Thank God he had. And, practically speaking, the prize money would come in handy.

Since Bella had married Rob and moved into Rushmore Stud Farm, she’d tried not to upset the apple cart by making too many changes. Rob had inherited the ramshackle old place from his father; it was where he’d grown up and she knew it was filled with memories of a family past. But the place was a disorganised mess, badly in need of modernising. Rob had begun the process of knocking down old farm buildings and replacing them with barns and boxes and other facilities suitable for a twenty-first-century horse-breeding operation. But things had only gone so far. The trouble with owning a stud was that there was always something to spend your money on.

Bella had some ideas of her own how to balance the Rushmore books. She’d helped her father fight off bankruptcy when his eventing stable was in trouble five years ago and she’d learned a lot of lessons about staying solvent. Unfortunately that sometimes meant making tough decisions, like now, and she didn’t want to appear insensitive. After today, and this windfall, maybe she could get her hand more firmly on the tiller and steer their ship on a steadier course. Right at the moment, however, surrounded by her raucous and well-lubricated fellow race-goers, it was not the time to open discussions with her husband. That could wait.

Bella had always been level-headed. In her short time in the public eye as a three-day-eventer - she’d been an Olympic team member at the age of twenty - she’d been plastered all over the back pages and lauded for her skill and flair. But, to Bella, the truth seemed less glamorous. Aside from the luck of being photogenic, in her opinion she was simply well-organised and self-disciplined, a hard grafter who made the most of her talents. What other way was there to be?

She took that commonsense approach into everything she did. Unfortunately, it didn’t always work out as successfully as her eventing. Her first marriage, for example, had not survived, for all her best efforts. But then, in marriage as in horse-riding, it takes two to make a successful partnership. Johnny de Lisle, despite his aristocratic breeding and public school education, had turned out not to have an appetite for any kind of graft at all. When tough decisions were to be made and hard times to be endured, Johnny went missing and, increasingly, he had gone missing with other women. Though she was no quitter, Bella had finally given up on Johnny and divorced him. It had broken her heart at the time, but it was the sensible thing to do.

Marrying Rob, on the other hand, was not sensible at all. It brought an end to the occasional handout from the de Lisle family coffers and thrust her into the ramshackle life of an ex-jump jockey with a reputation for controversy both in and out of the saddle. It was common knowledge he’d fallen  out with many trainers and owners for being too frank with his opinions, his best friend was a bookmaker and the fortunes of his stud business were founded on a dangerously unstable stallion who was a menace to all who came in contact with him.

But for once Bella didn’t care. She could see a core of integrity in Rob that made him worth ten Johnny de Lisles. And he loved her. Like Troublemaker, the big scruffy grey who’d carried her to eventing glory, Rob gave her the feeling he’d lay down his life for her. That was the kind of partner she needed and she’d do all in her power to make their new union a success. This win with Goldeneye was a bit of a windfall and she was determined it wouldn’t go to waste. It was a boost for the pair of them, a chance for them to forge ahead.

‘Mum.’ Kathy’s voice interrupted Bella’s thoughts as she pretended to take an interest in the race now finishing on the screen in the bar where the Rushmore party were continuing their celebrations. ‘Guess what.’ The girl’s voice was high-pitched and slurred. ‘I’ve just been offered a job.’

It took a moment for Bella to process the information - it was about the last thing she had expected her daughter to say. But she knew it was important to get her reaction right. Kathy’s continuing inactivity had been the cause of several mother/daughter shouting matches.

‘Fantastic.’ She summoned as much enthusiasm as she could. ‘What is it?’

‘I’m going to work for Steve.’

‘Steve Armstrong?’

‘His PA’s just left. He says I can give it a trial run, see if I like it.’

Bella told herself to keep cool. ‘Are you sure this is a proper job, Kathy?’ she said in a neutral tone.

‘Yeah. I just said so, didn’t I?’

‘I mean,’ she rephrased quickly, ‘are you sure he’s not just doing it to be kind?’

‘So what’s wrong with that? Steve is kind. I think he’s lovely.’

Quite - though ‘lovely’ wasn’t exactly the adjective Bella would have used. Slick, wickedly handsome, silver-tongued and devil-eyed - these were the phrases that sprang to her mind when she thought of Steve. She’d often felt the effect of those devil eyes herself. When Rob had first introduced them she’d caught herself wondering just what might have been the outcome if she’d met his handsome friend first.

But Steve wasn’t interested in Kathy like that, surely? He was a trusted family confidant - and much too old for her little girl.

She pushed her suspicions to one side, recognising her true objections to this scheme for what they were.

‘Are you really sure you want to take a job in a bookmaker’s?’

‘For God’s sake, Mum, don’t be such a snob. I’ll just be working in his office, like I’ve been working in the office at Rushmore. Only this way I’ll be out of your hair, like you said you wanted. And I’ll be getting paid.’

Bella ignored this well-aimed blow. Kathy’s work on the stud had not been formally recompensed on the basis that it was a contribution to her keep.

‘Where exactly is this office?’

‘In Seymour Street. On the first floor. Steve says I needn’t go into the shop at all.’

All the same, Bella’s suspicions were confirmed. Her daughter would be working just above some seedy bookmaker’s on the high street.

Her daughter read the objection in her face and laughed. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll make sure none of your pals see me when I go in and out.’

‘Let me talk to Rob,’ she said.

‘What for? I’m not asking your permission, Mum, I’m telling you. Steve’s offered me a job and I’m going to take it. I’m eighteen, remember?’

How could Bella forget? But Kathy wasn’t the kind of eighteen who seemed old enough to look out for herself. If she were judged on practical things, like washing a cup or making a bed or boiling an egg, she seemed barely of secondary school age.

‘Anyway, Steve’s already mentioned it to Rob,’ said Kathy with triumph. ‘He thinks it’s a great idea.’

Bella looked across the bar. Rob and Steve were standing side by side, Steve poking a finger into the centre of his friend’s chest as he made a point, Rob holding a champagne bottle by the neck and swaying back on his heels. Her husband was beyond the reach of sensible discussion.

‘Rob would think anything’s a great idea at the moment,’ said Bella.

Kathy shrugged, sending one pencil-thin strap of her peach silk vest skittering down her arm (what, Bella wondered, had the girl done with her jacket?). ‘Like I said, I’m doing it and I don’t care what you say.’ And she marched off, not entirely steady on her heels.

Bella tried to think positively. This was a victorious day, after all.

At least she wouldn’t have a hangover tomorrow morning.

 



Steve couldn’t put it off forever. As the crowd streamed past him to get their money on for the next race he turned on his mobile. It lit up like a Christmas tree. How many missed calls were there? At least ten, closer to twenty. Most of them were from Jerry, his senior manager, who was keeping an eye on all six shops while Steve played hooky for the afternoon.

Like most independent businessmen Steve spent half his life with a phone welded to his ear. This afternoon had been a deliberate time out. For the occasion of Goldeneye’s Guineas attempt, he’d reckoned he deserved a holiday from the effort of trying to keep his ailing enterprise afloat. He’d intended to check in with Jerry but after the horse had bloody well gone and won he’d thought, sod it, and surrendered to the euphoria of the moment.

At a stroke the victory had lifted a weight of worry from his shoulders. Even in the seconds after the race, in the flurry of backslaps and kisses, his  brain had been doing the maths. Between them, he and Rob had just won £185,600. Take away from that the trainer and jockey’s share, presents for the stable staff - not to mention the unpaid quarterly training bill - and they’d be left with about £140,000. Half of that - his share - would come to seventy grand or so and it would be a couple of months, no doubt, before it actually turned up. Already, it wasn’t quite the fortune it had seemed before the race, when it was just a delicious and unlikely possibility.

All the same, £70,000 was a life-saver. Enough to shut the bank up for a bit and keep him in business while he worked out how to survive the threat of Fairweather’s, the national bookmaking chain who were making moves on his patch. They’d tried to buy him out and, after he’d said no, they’d opened up across the road from his head office. Their spanking new premises were air-conditioned, with the latest gaming machines, banks of screens beaming in sporting activity from around the globe, and the complimentary tea and coffee was served up by nubile young things in tight tops. More to the point, their gambling prices were ridiculous. Trying to match the Fairweather odds was giving Steve a big headache.
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