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    About the Author

  




  

    Ex-National Hunt Champion Jockey John Francome won the Sports Pundit Award at the Royal Television Society Sports 2005 Awards for his broadcasting on Channel 4.  Firmly established as one of the front runners in the racing thriller stakes, his other bestsellers include COVER UP, BACK HANDER, and TIP OFF. He lives in Berkshire.
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    ‘Has all the right ingredients . . . offers a revealing insight into weighing room antics’

  




  

    Sunday Express

  




  

    ‘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’
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    ‘Thrills to the final furlong . . . Francome knows how to write a good racing thriller’
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    ‘Francome brings authenticity to tales of the horse-racing circuit and, like Dick Francis, goes beyond the thunder of the turf to the skulduggery of the trading ring . . . the twists and turns of the last few hundred yards prove Francome to be a winner on the home stretch’
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    ‘Mr Francome adeptly teases to the very end and cleverly keeps a few twists up his sleeve until the closing chapters’
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    About the Book

  




  

    Jockey Josh Swallow is about to retire and he’s aiming to go out at the top. He’s ridden over 1000 winners and landed all the big prizes in the sport –  all except one. So he’s determined that this season the title of champion jockey will finally be his. But it won’t be easy. There’s Ben O’Brien, the brilliant young Irish rider in his first full season who already has a lead on Josh in the championship race. And leading trainer Leo Lovall, once Josh’s best friend and now his most bitter enemy. There’s also someone else with a keen interest in Josh. She’s his biggest fan, though he has no idea she exists. And hers is the kind of obsession that will never be satisfied –  not even by murder . . .
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) and Dr Miranda Wolpert.

  




  




  

     Prologue

  




  

    Mouse changed trains at Baker Street, catching the tube just before the doors closed – that was a good omen. There was a seat available too, another good sign. She wedged herself between a tall scruffy girl cradling a backpack on her lap and a middle-aged woman with an enormous black handbag. Mouse couldn’t understand why other women burdened themselves in this way. She herself travelled light, with her essentials squirrelled away in the pockets of her coat. It was important to be able to move around without clutter.

  




  

    The lad opposite her was a Prince William lookalike. He checked her out as she sat down, his eyes flicking over her without interest. She was used to that. She never raised much interest on first sight. But she could get a man’s attention, all right – when she wanted to.

  




  

    Prince William turned back to his paper, raising it to shield his handsome face from her view. Which was OK by her as she found herself staring at the best omen of all. There, on the raised page, was the smile that looked down on her at night and which welcomed her to each new day. The off-centre grin, firm jaw and blazing bright eyes – jade  green when reproduced in colour, like in the photo on her bedroom wall – of the man who held the key to her heart. Just like she held the key to his. Not that he knew it yet but it was only a matter of time.

  




  

    The train slowed as it approached Edgware Road and Prince William got to his feet, tossing his paper on to his seat as he moved to the door. A man in a suit reached for it but Mouse got there first, lunging across the carriage and snatching it almost out of the other’s grasp.

  




  

    The man flashed her a dirty look but before he could protest Mouse said, ‘Thank you very much’, with a tight little smile, which seemed to do the trick. He gave her a curt nod of the head, as if it had been his intention to pass the paper to her all along.

  




  

    She knew his type – the teacher/doctor/magistrate sort. Professional big shots. Keen on the appearance of things, like being polite, while underneath they despised people like her.

  




  

    But she knew how to get even with his kind. Pay a visit to his wife with a carving knife in her hand. He wouldn’t be so full of himself after that.

  




  

    Everyone around was looking at her, making her squirm inside, and it wouldn’t have been so long ago that such scrutiny would have brought on one of her panic attacks. But things were different now; she could ignore all the nosy parkers around her because what they thought was not her problem. Mr Carter had taught her that. Even if he had turned out to be such a two-faced bastard. Not that he mattered one bit to her these days. She had someone much better.

  




  

    Her fingers shaking with excitement, she quickly turned the paper over to the page she had seen across the aisle. There were two photographs side by side under the banner ‘HEAD-TO-HEAD HOTS UP’ but Mouse only had eyes for the one on the left. It was a disgrace horse racing didn’t have more space in the newspapers. If Josh were a footballer, his lovely face would be on the back page every day, blown up big, just like it was on her wall. As it was, she had to make do with pictures like this, sharing coverage with the other rider, the one who was leading in the race for champion jockey.

  




  

    That’s what the article was all about. She read the words but they told her nothing new. Her eyes caressed Josh’s image. He was wearing a riding helmet, which was a pity, because she liked him best bare-headed, with his fair hair flopping over his forehead. The truth was, she thought as she smiled mischievously to herself, she’d really like him best bare all over, his lean sinewy body hard against hers, his strong arms crushing her. Ooh, yes. It made her positively light-headed.

  




  

    The train slowed and she looked up. The man in a suit was still staring at her, as if he knew just what she was thinking and didn’t approve. Maybe she’d been giggling out loud. Well, too bad.

  




  

    This was her stop. She stood up abruptly and thrust the newspaper at Mr Suit. ‘You can have it now,’ she said boldly, her Midlands accent cutting through the snotty London silence.

  




  

    She didn’t want it anyway, there was a coffee stain right across the page. She’d buy another copy later, a clean one.

  




  

    Mouse emerged on to the streets of grey wintry London. On holiday trips as a kid, she’d never liked the big city – the traffic, the tall buildings, the way people looked through you as if you weren’t there. Of course, in those days she didn’t feel she was anywhere and didn’t want to be anywhere either. Certainly not being herded around Madame Tussaud’s or the Science Museum by her sort of stepfather, Mum’s partner Denis, and tagging on to a group of kids who treated her like dirt.

  




  

    But now she was beginning to feel like she could handle the Big Smoke. The people didn’t freak her out any more, even though they were just as creepy as they’d always been. Like the man on the tube trying to take her paper. But she’d not let him get away with it – these days she knew how to stand up for herself.

  




  

    If she were still having sessions, Mr Carter – Gavin – would have claimed the credit for her becoming more assertive. He wouldn’t have said so exactly but he’d have implied it. ‘See how much better you feel once you express your feelings,’ he’d say, running a hand through his thick mop of black hair. ‘I think we’re making genuine progress.’

  




  

    Of course, he hadn’t wanted her to express her real feelings. Not around him, at any rate, outside the hours of three to four on a Thursday afternoon. He might have sounded excited and enthusiastic about her ‘progress’ but that was just jargon, wasn’t it? The kind of phoney baloney they teach at psychiatrist school. And Mr Gavin Carter was the biggest phoney of them all.

  




  

    But she was done with him. There was a new man in her life. And she wasn’t going to screw it up like last time. All  those letters and phone calls had been a mistake. Take it slowly, she said to herself as she reached into her inside pocket to check that the keys were still in place. She’d be lost without them, they made everything possible.

  




  

    When she’d first started helping out on reception at her cousin’s garage, she’d been amazed at how carefree people were with their keys. They’d hand over a whole bunch just because they were too lazy to take off the car key. Or maybe too trusting. That’s how it was with Josh. He must have thought that she was honest when he’d pressed them into her hand.

  




  

    How sweet. It made her love him all the more.

  




  

    She waited impatiently by the zebra crossing, looking across the road at her destination, the five-storey apartment building of weathered terracotta and cream brick. How many flats did it hold? She didn’t know, but in her pocket was the key to number 48 and that was in the middle of the block. There were three separate entrances at the front and spaces for cars, most of them new or else well-maintained fancy models like Bentleys or BMWs – nothing like the crap motors parked in the narrow streets where she lived. This was a northwest London mansion block and the people who lived here didn’t know how well off they were.

  




  

    At last, the cars came to a halt and allowed her to cross. It was a wide road, six lanes of traffic, full of motorists heading in and out of town. She could sense their impatience as she sauntered across. She wasn’t going to hurry for these southern bastards – let them wait.

  




  

    She followed the pavement off the main thoroughfare into the access road that led to the front of the building and  walked up the steps to the middle door. The dark wood and brass furnishings gleamed as if they had just been polished which, she supposed, they had been. Though she’d never come across a cleaner or a caretaker, from the pristine state of the building she knew they must be regularly at work. Her heart was pumping as she put the downstairs key into the lock. Once, on her second visit when she was still all of a quiver at the thought of being caught, she’d found the door propped open. When she’d reached the first landing she’d come face to face with an old lady carrying Marks and Spencer bags into her flat. ‘I’ve left the downstairs door open,’ she’d announced in plummy tones. ‘Be a good girl and shut it for me, will you? You’ve got younger legs.’

  




  

    Mouse had nearly run off there and then but she’d realised that would look odd so she’d shut the door as instructed and simply accepted the elderly resident’s thanks as she’d passed her on the way upstairs. She’d worked out then what she would say if she were asked to identify herself: ‘I’m Mr Swallow’s sister. He’s asked me to pop in and water the plants.’ But no one had challenged her yet.

  




  

    The staircase was laid with plush maroon carpet and the banisters were of dark mahogany, the same shade as the downstairs door. The heat was high, as ever, in contrast to the winter chill of the street. Mouse loved it in here. The posts of the stairwell were decorated with carved leaf shapes and topped with big glossy wooden balls the size of grapefruits that fitted snugly into the palm of your hand. It was like being in a hotel, a real ritzy one.

  




  

    She liked the idea of being rich. The woman who married Josh would be rich. It would be better even than being the  wife of a psychiatrist. All the papers said Josh was going to retire soon so they’d be able to travel the world together, staying at the swankiest places. He’d probably want to attend posh racing events; she wouldn’t mind that, provided she got to do stuff she wanted. She could go on shopping sprees in places like Milan and Paris and New York. Get herself some smart clothes – there was a limit to the charm of man-made fabric.

  




  

    Of course, they couldn’t go swanning around all the time. Josh would have to find a new direction in life (apart from her, of course). She’d help him. She’d chuck in the rubbish job and be Josh’s manager. Get him on telly with those other ex-jockeys, all banging on about horses. He’d be a sensation on the box with those sparkling eyes and that grin that sent shivers down your spine. Women would fancy the pants off him. Which would be too bad for them, because Josh would be all hers. God help any slutty bitch who gave her man the come-on. She knew how to defend her territory.

  




  

    Mouse was on the fourth-floor landing now with Josh’s door on the right. She stood – as she always did, it was sort of a ritual – quite still, facing the polished surface of his door, gathering herself. Her heart was pounding with excitement and the urge to rush inside was almost irresistible. But she resisted – she had to. She made herself follow the strategy she had devised. Just to be safe.

  




  

    First she put on her gloves, the thin semi-transparent surgical sort. It was a bit of a nuisance keeping them on all the time but she was proud of her newfound attention to detail. After what had happened BJ – Before Josh – she wasn’t taking any chances.

  




  

    Next she placed her eye to the small brass spy hole in the centre of the door. Not that you could see much inside but it was possible to tell if a light was on in the hallway beyond.

  




  

    There was no light.

  




  

    As she stood there, she listened intently – for a radio, a television, anything that would indicate the flat was occupied. Though she knew Josh was riding at Huntingdon that afternoon, someone else might possibly be there. A cleaner, or a friend or – and this was the most likely – the Mistake. The blonde waste of space who was currently clinging to Josh’s coat-tails.

  




  

    Mouse pressed the bell. It was the last act in her list of precautions. If anyone was inside that should flush them out. And, if the door opened, she’d ask for Mrs Watson who, she’d discovered from studying the name tags at the next entrance along, lived at number 38. ‘Oh, this is                                                                                                                     forty



































































































-eight,’ she’d say – she had it all prepared – ‘my mistake. So sorry.’

  




  

    She hoped that wouldn’t happen. Not least because if the door opened to reveal the Mistake standing there in all her perfect prettiness she might Do Something. Like stick her fingers in the cow’s big saucer eyes. Or gouge her nails down the girl’s peachy soft cheeks. Or – and she let the picture build in her mind – wrap her fist in her shiny blonde hair and smash her face into the door frame, wham, wham, wham! Mouse could almost taste it. The Mistake wouldn’t be so perfect pretty by the time she’d finished with her.

  




  

    But no one came to the door and Mouse forced herself to clear her head. Take a deep breath. Count to ten. That’s what Denis used to say to her, not that she’d ever taken any advice off that wally. ‘Control yourself, for heaven’s sake’, was  how they put it at school – the first couple of times, anyway, before they’d decided to chuck her out. ‘Banish the negative thoughts’ or some other smartarse claptrap would be Gavin’s way of putting it. All of which amounted to the same thing. Get a grip, girl.

  




  

    She focused on the practical. First, turn the key in the bottom lock, the big chunky one that Josh thought kept his private world so safe. Then into the main lock and turn it twice. She heard the bolts shifting and then, with a satisfying click, the door swung open at her push. She stepped quickly inside and closed the solid barrier behind her. A lot of security had been invested in keeping intruders out, but it was all operated by a single key. And she had a copy – it was brilliant.

  




  

    She leaned back against the door and savoured the moment, as she always did. The thickly carpeted hallway stretched before her, daylight falling in rectangles of light from the open doors on either side. Sitting room and bedroom on one side, kitchen, bathroom and dining room on the other. It wasn’t big but it seemed so. Like the stairway it was luxurious, full of old-fashioned quality – Regency-striped wallpaper, a chandelier in the dining room, picture rails with real pictures in heavy gilt frames. She’d once worked as a maid in a country-house hotel – it reminded her of that place. There was a four-poster bed in the honeymoon suite and the guests took tea in a wood-panelled lounge serenaded by a real live harpist. She’d liked working there.

  




  

    One day she’d get Josh to take her back to that hotel as a proper guest. She’d insist on the honeymoon suite.

  




  

    In the meantime, she had his London apartment to herself. A corner of his private world to share for the afternoon.

  




  

    One day it would be hers by right.

  




  




  

     Chapter One

  




  

    Another dark January morning, another draining day ahead. Josh Swallow flexed his left arm as he drove through the crush of ring-road traffic around Derby. At least his shoulder didn’t feel so stiff, maybe he’d make it to the end of the jump-racing season after all. Only about twenty weeks to go – not that he was counting.

  




  

    For two pins he’d have stayed at home. When he’d bent to kiss Susie goodbye, the urge to snuggle down beside her in bed had been overwhelming.

  




  

    ‘Is it morning already?’ she’d murmured, her arm circling his neck as she raised her sleep-smudged face to his.

  




  

    It hadn’t been easy to turn away but who said becoming champion jockey was easy? And that’s what this was about. If you wanted to win horse races – lots of horse races – you made plans and stuck to them. You arrived early, walked the course to find the best ground, sweated in the sauna – and refrained from climbing back into bed with the woman in your life.

  




  

    Susie had looked tiny in the big bed, her slender frame wrapped in the folds of his pyjama jacket. She pushed a  spiky lock of honey-blonde hair out of her eyes and grinned up at him. The bow of her mulberry-pink lips was irresistible and he no longer had the will to resist. He recalled a friend’s favourite saying: ‘Behind every successful man is a woman he doesn’t want to go home to.’ In his case, it couldn’t have been further from the truth.

  




  

    He subsided on to the bed and wrapped his arms around her.

  




  

    ‘Josh,’ she murmured after a moment, ‘haven’t you got to go?’

  




  

    ‘I suppose. I don’t like leaving you.’

  




  

    She sat up. ‘I’ll be fine. I don’t want to make you late – my man with a mission.’

  




  

    Now, as he drove, Josh tried to clear his mind and focus on the race meeting ahead. Susie would indeed be fine; her problems were behind her and, as she had said, he was a man with a mission.

  




  

    He’d been a leading jump jockey for fifteen years. He’d won all of the major National Hunt races including the Cheltenham Gold Cup (twice) and the Grand National. He had well over a thousand victories on British courses and a couple of hundred more on overseas tracks, from Ireland to America and Australia.

  




  

    But he’d never been the season’s champion jockey, the rider with the most wins to his name, and at the age of thirty-four his time was running out; not many jump jockeys stay at the top once they pass their mid-thirties. Josh had never had a problem with motivation nor with making a racing weight, two of the factors that undermined ageing jockeys. Josh’s bugbear was chronic injury. The older you  got, the longer it took to recover from being hurt. Falls that Josh had once been able to walk away from now knocked the stuffing out of him. There was only so much routine wear and tear of the jumping game that a man could take.

  




  

    This year, Josh had decided, would be his last. He didn’t know how he’d adjust to such a complete revolution in his life but he knew retirement was coming closer, whether he welcomed it or not. The best thing would be to go out on his own terms – as champion jockey.

  




  

    There was no reason he couldn’t do it, he told himself. He’d come close in the past but there had always been an obstacle or two in his way. Specifically, Patrick Lane, an obsessed horseman who, in combination with the horses of top trainer Peter Stone, had been unbeatable over the last five seasons. But Patrick had retired to, as he told the racing press, ‘lie on a tropical beach while Page Three girls feed me chips’. In less jocular style, he’d said to Josh, ‘It’s your turn now, mate. And the best of British.’

  




  

    More to the point, with Patrick out of the way, Peter Stone had been quick to secure Josh’s services for the year. Stone was only interested in winning races and turned out a stream of brilliantly prepared animals, competing at all levels. Josh knew that provided he could stay fit, he could rely on a supply of ammunition from Stone’s yard to rack up the numbers he needed to help him towards the title. Of course, Stone’s horses on their own wouldn’t be enough. He had to be prepared to travel the country to ride for whoever had horses available. Fortunately, he had on his side Tony Wylie, the best agent in the business, and the task of booking those spare rides was down to him.

  




  

    As he thought of Tony, Josh’s eyes darted to the clock on the dashboard. Ten minutes past nine. His stomach fluttered, the familiar anxiety that came hand in hand with his self-imposed mission. Tony should have rung by now. Josh had four rides at Newbury that afternoon but only three for Wincanton the next day and he wanted more. He knew Tony would have been ringing round yards for the past hour, trying to hustle up business for his clients, and Josh was confident that his own name would have been the first on the agent’s lips.

  




  

    Tony was the only agent Josh had ever had. A former jockey, whose riding career had been finished by a life-threatening encounter with an open ditch at Chepstow, Tony did his business from a wheelchair in a customised bungalow in Sussex. Equipped as he was with phone lines, internet connections and a bank of televisions tuned to racing feeds, he had no need ever to leave his command post.

  




  

    Josh’s eyes flicked to the clock once more. Twenty past nine.                                                                                                                     Come on, Tony.



















































































































 There was no point in calling him, his line would be busy, as it was every morning of the racing week.

  




  

    Josh’s four rides that afternoon were all for Peter Stone. Two of them should win, but would that be good enough to keep in touch with Ben O’Brien?

  




  

    Ben O’Brien was the factor Josh hadn’t taken into account at the start of the season. Ben was just a lad, a 21-year-old in only his second year over from Ireland, but he rode with the cunning of a veteran and the confidence of youth. Everyone agreed he was special, a champion in waiting, but he was ambitious to the point of being ruthless. It was an unwritten  code in racing that you didn’t phone trainers for rides when you knew that they were earmarked for somebody else. But that never bothered Ben. He’d go out of his way to chat up owners if he thought he could get on a decent horse. Ben had currently ridden 103 winners and was ahead of Josh in the championship by fourteen – not an insurmountable lead at this stage of the season, but the gap preyed on Josh’s mind. Every day he checked on their relative positions, on the horses Ben was riding, on the number of spares he was picking up. The lad never seemed short of a ride; the irony was that he too was represented by Tony Wylie.

  




  

    The phone rang at last. Josh answered and spoke through the microphone round his neck.

  




  

    ‘Tony? What kept you?’

  




  

    The agent’s voice, amplified by a speaker, filled the car. ‘Calm down, Josh. I’ve been chasing on your behalf all morning.’

  




  

    ‘And?’ Josh realised he sounded stressed but he couldn’t help it. That’s how he was these days.

  




  

    ‘And I think you’re going to like this.’

  




  

    Josh knew Tony was teasing him, stringing him along for a moment just to maximise the drama. He forced himself to keep quiet.

  




  

    ‘Cherrypicker for Belinda Giles in the last at Wincanton. She says you rode him at Fontwell last April.’

  




  

    Josh recalled the big bay horse – jumped well, plenty of petrol in his tank. To be reunited with him now was just the tonic he needed.

  




  

    Suddenly he felt an enormous sense of relief. It was only one ride but picking up a spare he really fancied calmed his  nerves somehow. Not that I’m obsessed or anything, he thought.

  




  

    ‘Thanks, Tony. Good job.’

  




  

    ‘Wait. I haven’t finished. There’s a ride in the fourth.’

  




  

    ‘I know. Snowy Hills.’

  




  

    ‘I’m not talking about tomorrow, Josh. I mean the fourth race today.’

  




  

    Josh quickly reassessed. The runners and riders had been fixed yesterday for today’s card at Newbury but last-minute changes were possible if a jockey had to pull out.

  




  

    Instantly he brought to mind the entries in the fourth race, a C-class handicap chase. There were only seven runners. What magic had Tony been working on his behalf?

  




  

    ‘How do you fancy King Archibald?’ Tony asked.

  




  

    The shock was such that Josh was slow to register the red flicker of brake lights on the van ahead in the middle lane of the motorway. He stamped his foot on the pedal and the car jerked.

  




  

    ‘Are you serious?’ King Archibald was Ben’s ride. Trained, what’s more, by Leo Lovall, a man who’d cut his own throat rather than do Josh any kind of favour.

  




  

    ‘Ben can’t make it and the ride’s yours if you want it.’

  




  

    ‘Of course I want it.’ King Archibald was a decent horse, game for three and a bit miles of slogging through the mud and able to find something at the end to hold off his rivals, an attribute Josh had recently admired from amongst the chasing pack at Newton Abbot.

  




  

    It was just as well Tony couldn’t see him. He was grinning like a kid as he took in the implications of this windfall. He made an effort to keep the glee out of his voice as he said,  ‘What’s up with Ben, then?’ Nothing trivial, I hope. It was on the tip of his tongue but he didn’t say it.

  




  

    ‘He took a bit of a tumble riding out. He’ll have to miss Newbury but it’s nothing serious.’

  




  

    Josh didn’t believe it for a moment, it had to be serious for Ben to sit out a chance to notch up more winners. Nothing short of a couple of broken legs would keep that boy off a fancied horse.

  




  

    ‘So what happened to him exactly? Is he OK?’

  




  

    Tony chuckled, the laughter booming from the car speaker. ‘You kill me, Josh. What you mean is how long is Ben going to be out.’

  




  

    It was hard to deny. Had he always been so callous? Or was it this championship rivalry that was turning him into a completely heartless sod?

  




  

    ‘He got buried at a practice ditch,’ Tony continued. ‘Lost consciousness for a minute or two apparently, though he denies it.’

  




  

    Ouch. Josh knew what it felt like to end up beneath half a ton of racehorse. It was much like being run over by a truck, and sometimes just as damaging. Of course – the thought flashed through his mind – nobody knew that better than the man on the other end of the line.

  




  

    ‘I’m sorry to hear it,’ he said. ‘I hope he’s not badly hurt.’

  




  

    ‘Sure you do,’ Tony replied and signed off.

  




  

    Josh couldn’t blame him for the note of cynicism.

  




  

    So Ben had been knocked out. The medical authorities had become particularly hot on concussion over the last couple of seasons and if Ben’s accident had happened at a racecourse, the consequences could have been serious. The  doctors would have insisted on a lay-off from racing based on the length of Ben’s black-out – two days for dizziness, six days for unconsciousness of around a minute, and twenty-one days for anything over. He would also have been put through a series of mental agility tests before he could resume and the results compared with previous tests so that any progressive damage could be noted.

  




  

    With a schooling accident like this, however, everything would be hushed up.

  




  

    Still, maybe Ben would have to miss more than a day’s racing. Maybe he wouldn’t make Wincanton tomorrow. Better still, perhaps he’d be away for even longer. Josh didn’t wish Ben any serious harm but a fortnight’s convalescence for the lad could turn the championship right round in his favour.

  




  

    Jesus, what was he thinking?

  




  

    But he was only looking at the matter like any jockey in his situation. As Ben would were he in Josh’s situation. They were head-to-head in a war being waged across the country, spread over a full twelve months and dependent on hundreds of highly strung and irrational beasts. According to the back pages of the newspapers it was one of the epic encounters in sport. To emerge as champion jockey, Josh would have to be as tough and bloody-minded as his opponent and he was entitled to take advantage of every piece of luck that came his way. And it couldn’t be denied that Ben suffering a bad fall that morning was a piece of luck.

  




  

    One day he’d go back to being a nice guy again - after this was all over. But not now.

  




  

    It blew a gale all afternoon at Newbury, hurling rain into the faces of the small midweek crowd as they scurried between the stand and the parade ring, nursing hot drinks and scoffing bacon rolls. Josh reckoned they deserved better from the elements though he himself wasn’t complaining.

  




  

    So far, his mounts had enjoyed the heavy going and his first three rides for Peter Stone had all lived up to expectation. Whirlybird in the first had skipped home over the thirteen fences of the two-mile steeplechase with plenty in hand, as expected of a 6/4 favourite. After making all the running in the longer chase that followed, Velocipede had been caught in the back straight and finished a game second. This disappointment had been erased, however, by the performance of a novice hurdler who had revelled in the mud and bolted up to the surprise of all, leaving his fancied rivals ten lengths adrift.

  




  

    That put Josh two winners up on the day, with two more favoured contenders to come. At this rate, maybe he could cut Ben’s advantage to single figures within twenty-four hours; it was distinctly possible if Ben had to miss tomorrow’s meeting at Wincanton as well.

  




  

    Josh shut the thought out of his mind and forced himself to concentrate. The afternoon wasn’t over yet and he had work to do. Next up was King Archibald, the ride Tony had miraculously stolen from under Ben’s nose. Josh knew he had to make the most of him. Apart from the possibility of increasing his tally of winners, he didn’t want anyone making unfavourable comparisons between himself and Ben. If he failed to win on King Archibald, some observers would be bound to say that Ben would have succeeded. The thought  was not pleasant and he entered the parade ring pumped up for the business ahead.

  




  

    But it wasn’t just the race that had Josh on edge. The luck that had put his young rival on the sidelines had distracted him from the real issue of his unexpected engagement on King Archibald. He couldn’t fathom why he had been offered the ride in the first place. On several occasions since his conversation with Tony he had been on the point of ringing him back and asking how the offer had come about. Had Tony called Leo Lovall? Or had the trainer called Tony? And what precisely had been said?

  




  

    As far as Josh was aware, he was about the last jockey in the world that Leo would want on his horse. If duelling were still in fashion, Leo would have levelled a pistol at Josh’s breast with relish – he’d said so two years ago, on the last occasion they’d exchanged words. So what had caused Leo to do him a favour now? Could it be – the idea beckoned seductively – that Leo had had a change of heart? If this was an olive branch Josh was determined to grab it with both hands. He’d give a lot to put his friendship with Leo back together.

  




  

    Ten years ago he’d been Leo’s stable jockey. In a sense, they’d started out together. On the death of his father, Leo had resigned his army commission and invested his inheritance in a small training operation. Josh, without an agent in those days, had blagged a few rides at the new yard, ridden Leo’s first winner and the relationship had developed successfully from there. The pair were opposites – patrician army officer brought up on a Gloucestershire estate and council-house electrician’s son from Derby – but their  partnership worked. It continued to blossom during Leo’s courtship and marriage to Annabelle, a raven-haired, well-spoken county girl with a shy smile. The two seemed ideally suited and, along with everyone else, Josh waited for them to produce a family.

  




  

    But as the years went by no children appeared. Leo’s yard was growing fast but his domestic life was shrinking. He and Annabelle seemed stiff and distant with one another. Leo enjoyed life less and became obsessed with his horses; Annabelle spent less time in the yard and never smiled when her husband was around. Josh, stuck in the middle, tried to put Annabelle’s grin back in place and discovered with a jolt that she wasn’t so shy after all. Believing that the marriage was as good as over, Josh fell for her hard.

  




  

    The repercussions were explosive. Josh lost his job and Leo lost his wife – for a while. After a stormy nine months Annabelle returned to her husband and Josh was left to pick up the pieces. Though he’d never consciously set out to betray his friend and employer, he knew he was the guilty party. He’d tried to mend fences with Leo but some things, it was made painfully clear, could not be mended.

  




  

    So why had he been granted a ride on one of Leo’s horses?

  




  

    He looked around the ring for the familiar figure, tall and broad, belted into a cashmere overcoat, as a rule bare-headed and disdainful of the rain – Leo would be hard to miss. Josh scrutinised the groups of owners and trainers, overcoats flapping and hats jammed tight, but saw no sign of his former friend.

  




  

    A bearded fellow in an anorak appeared by Josh’s side. Tim Daniels, Leo’s assistant. ‘Come and meet the owners,’  he said as they shook hands. Despite Josh’s problems with his boss, Tim was always polite enough.

  




  

    ‘Where’s Leo?’ Josh asked as they squelched over the grass to two women sheltering under a large golfing umbrella held by a middle-aged gent in a Barbour and wellies.

  




  

    ‘In the States. Won’t be back till the weekend.’

  




  

    It was a reply that raised as many questions as it answered and there was no time to take the conversation further.

  




  

    ‘We’re so pleased you could step in for poor Ben,’ said the elder of the two women stiffly.

  




  

    ‘It was the most ghastly rotten luck,’ cried the other, a generation younger, Josh realised.

  




  

    ‘Best laid plans, eh?’ said the man as he gripped Josh’s hand with unnecessary force. ‘Still, give it your best shot.’

  




  

    Had these people – mother, daughter and father, no doubt – requested he ride the horse in Ben’s absence? If so, they didn’t seem particularly confident in his abilities. Well, that was their problem. It made Josh even more determined to get the best out of King Archibald. He had his own agenda.

  




  

    ‘What’s he like?’ he asked Tim as he was legged up.

  




  

    ‘Bags of class, can run through a brick wall on his day. Takes a bit of handling, though.’

  




  

    And that was all there was time to say before Josh had to follow the other runners out of the ring. It confirmed what he had learned from the form book when he’d looked the horse up. He’d considered ringing Ben to see if he had anything to add – and to check on his condition, of course – but had thought better of it. Any inquiries of that nature might be misconstrued.

  




  

    In any case, he and Ben had limited conversation; the lad was the only person in the weighing room Josh couldn’t get on with. And he wasn’t alone. Since Ben had arrived from Ireland, just about every other jockey had found reason to argue with him. And anyway, Josh was damned if he’d phone a surly 21-year-old for advice.

  




  

    He made his way down to the start on the other side of the course, opposite the stands. The wind was stronger out here, cutting through his thin riding silks. His vision through his goggles was already obscured and he dragged his sleeve across the lenses to clear them – a futile gesture. Beneath him his mount tripped gingerly over the muddy turf, shaking his big burnt-sugar head as if in disgust at the elements.

  




  

    The race began and the seven runners bunched together as they headed away towards the far corner of the course. Unusually for Newbury, the wind was blowing from the east, directly into their faces, making the five obstacles down the back straight even stiffer than usual. King Archibald was plainly unhappy though Josh could tell that the powerful, long-striding animal beneath him had the equipment to overcome the wind and rain. ‘Bags of class,’ Tim had said. Josh hoped so. It was up to him to make sure the King ran like one.

  




  

    He decided to tuck in at the rear of the group for the first circuit. Three miles plus on a day like this would take for ever – around seven minutes – and he’d win nothing by leading the field in the early stages. He tried to let the other runners protect him from the wind as much as he could. It seemed an age before they reached the end of the back  straight and he had to fight the horse every inch of the way, forcing him off the gluey ground to jump into the wind. At last they rounded the curve at the top end of the course and turned back towards the stands. Once they were into the home straight, with the gale at his back, King Archibald began to find a proper rhythm.

  




  

    This is more like it, Josh thought, as they flew the open ditch and took the next two fences in style. He could feel the power flowing through the broad frame beneath him as King Archibald cruised to the head of the pack. Josh tried to hold him back but the horse was putting on a show for the brave spectators, devouring the water jump and flashing past the winning post – or what would be the winning post on the next circuit.

  




  

    As Josh pushed him round the bend that led out into the country again, it seemed the horse realised the race was far from over, and he didn’t like it. Suddenly all the urgency vanished from his limbs. He stuck his toes into the sodden ground, hung out obstinately to the right and almost came to a standstill.

  




  

    Josh knew instantly what the matter was – the horse had had enough and intended to run off the course back to the stables. They were losing ground fast and, for a moment, Josh wondered whether it might not be best to let him go. The other runners were far ahead now and he’d look a bit of a Charlie pushing the horse around in a hopeless cause. On the other hand, he was damned if would let the lazy brute put one over on him. What else was it Tim had said? ‘Takes a bit of handling.’ If a lad like Ben could handle the animal, he was sure he could too.

  




  

    The path that led back to the stables was coming up on the right but, before they reached it, Josh yanked the horse’s head to the left with venom, straightening the animal up and kicking him on. King Archibald resisted. Josh worked hard with legs and arms, putting in as much effort as if he were riding a finish to the line – which was a bit of a joke, considering they still had a circuit to go. The horse appeared to dither. There was nothing Josh could have done had the big animal decided to run off the track but some ingrained instinct to obey his rider was holding him back.

  




  

    ‘Come on, you lazy bugger!’ Josh roared into his ear, pulling hard to the left. ‘Get out there and earn your keep.’

  




  

    Then they were past the turn-off to the stables, cantering into the full force of the wind, well adrift of the pack. Josh could see the leading horses taking the first fence in the back straight. Maybe he would have been better off letting King Archibald have his way after all. Cajoling the reluctant beast round almost an entire circuit was not going to be much fun.

  




  

    Fortunately his mount appeared to have decided there was no longer any point in fighting his jockey and had slipped back into a racing rhythm. He certainly knew how to clear a fence and set about jumping the obstacles down the back straight as if they were dandy brushes. The rain, thank the Lord, had eased off for the moment and it was exhilarating to cut through the wind on the big strong beast. If only they hadn’t lost so much ground.

  




  

    It wasn’t until they’d rounded the bend at the end of the back straight and were leaping the cross fence that Josh realised the other runners were coming back to him. At the  turn into the home straight he passed two stragglers who looked dead on their feet. He wouldn’t be last home, at any rate. He was glad he’d forced King Archibald to keep going. At least he’d given the horse’s connections a run for their money – though he had no doubt they’d consider it scant consolation for the winning ride Ben would have provided.

  




  

    Or would he? Ben was young and fit, it was true, but Josh had made his name through his authority in the saddle. Despite all his injuries, his strength had never deserted him and his lungs were as sound as ever – which was just as well as the lazy sod beneath him was taking a fair bit of stoking.

  




  

    With the wind at their backs and the finishing line in the distance the horse seemed to find fresh appetite. He flew the fences, just as he had done on the first circuit. They passed more exhausted horses, danced round a faller at the open ditch and cleared the next obstacle with just two contenders ahead of them.

  




  

    Josh had ridden plenty of cunning old horses like this before. King Archibald was competing as if that was what he’d wanted to do all along. He had the last two runners in his sights now and was catching up fast, racing like a world-beater. Above the whistling wind and creaking tack, Josh heard the yells of the crowd, urging them on to the finish. He had no doubt the horse heard them too for he kicked on harder, clearing the last jump with feet to spare and leaving his two remaining rivals struggling in the rear.

  




  

    King Archibald charged regally past the roaring crowd in the stands and over the line in first place as if his superiority had never been in doubt.

  




  

    Josh pulled him up and turned him towards the unsaddling enclosure. A beaming Tim was rushing towards them, closely followed by the three ecstatic owners.

  




  

    He now had three winners for the afternoon and Ben’s lead was cut to eleven. Josh was already thinking ahead to his next race. This one was history.

  




  

    The hotel was excellent – tastefully furnished bedrooms, gift-wrapped chocolates on the pillow and, so Josh had been told, a five-star restaurant worthy of special occasions. All of which was pretty much wasted on him in his present isolation, though he appreciated the scalding heat of the water in the king-sized bath as he soaked away the aches and pains of a hard afternoon in the saddle. Later he’d dine on a small, grilled steak accompanied by an (undressed) salad, courtesy of room service. Perhaps there’d be a movie to help pass the time. Then there was his homework for tomorrow – a review of his next day’s rides at Wincanton as announced in the evening paper, followed by a study of their form in the bulky guide that was his ever-present – and only – bedside reading.

  




  

    How he wished Susie were with him. He’d have happily watched her tackle the dinner menu in the restaurant and persuaded her to join him in the bath, not to mention the bed. There was little pleasure in a luxurious hotel room for one.

  




  

    He could, of course, have driven home but, with the next day’s meeting just down the road in Somerset, it made no sense to drive to Derbyshire and back. And he’d arranged to ride out at a nearby yard first thing in the morning, a favour  which should pay off in terms of a few good rides. He’d have been unable to do that if he’d gone home. Still, it was hard not to be in his own bed with Susie.

  




  

    His mobile lay on a chair by the side of the bath. He’d been putting off calling her, saving it up really – it was the high point of his evening.

  




  

    The phone rang for a long time, long enough for him to wonder if she had gone out. When she finally answered she sounded distracted and, as he cheerfully filled her in on the afternoon’s four wins – his mount had romped home in the last – he could tell her thoughts were elsewhere.

  




  

    Josh knew what that meant: she was working and his phone call had come at an awkward time.

  




  

    He’d first met Susie in the stables at Towcester on a cold, crystal-clear winter day. There was no woman in his life and he was happy to keep it that way – his Annabelle wounds still hurt. The last thing he needed was a girl who looked barely out of school. But he couldn’t help noticing the wide-eyed, tufty-haired blonde intently studying the horse he was due to ride. Her breath fogged around her face which was flushed pink with the cold, and she shivered beneath a thin denim jacket. She ignored the bustle of grooms around her as she sketched in a small, spiral-bound pad, from time to time blowing on her fingers for warmth before returning to her task.

  




  

    It turned out she was a local artist who had been commissioned to paint the horse. She was making preliminary drawings which, together with photographs, would enable her to complete the picture at home. She explained this shyly to a variety of passers-by as she continued to work.  Her eyes, Josh noticed, were a milky grey rimmed with black.

  




  

    ‘What you need,’ he said to her as she blew on her fingers for the umpteenth time, ‘is a pair of gloves with the fingers cut out.’

  




  

    Her gaze rested on him for a moment and he realised she was not the overgrown schoolkid she first appeared.

  




  

    She nodded hesitantly and returned to her task. He felt like a fool and tried to put her out of his mind.

  




  

    Her small form kept appearing at racecourses throughout the Midlands. Obviously her paintings must be good. On a foul and chilly Saturday at Uttoxeter in March, he bought a pair of thin calfskin gloves from a stall selling tweedy country paraphernalia and carefully cut the fingers off the left hand – her drawing hand, he had observed. She was reluctant to take them from him but when she realised he wasn’t making fun of her, she’d smiled at him for the first time.

  




  

    Later, after he’d returned from winning the four-and-a-quarter-mile slog of the Midlands Grand National, splattered from head to toe in mud, she’d made a fast sketch of him as a thank you. In the drawing, he gazed out of the page like a warrior returning from battle, covered in the scars of war, victory gleaming in his eye. Within a few weeks, as he laid siege to her in earnest, he found she’d chased all the Annabelle blues from his soul.

  




  

    The artist girl had turned out to be shy and mysterious – getting her to reveal her past was like pulling teeth. She’d owned up to a tortured adolescence, brought up by an aunt following the death of her mother. There’d been drugs and  pilfering but, finally, salvation when she’d turned herself around at art college.

  




  

    Josh didn’t want to pry further, in case he scared her off. She seemed nervous. He guessed that along with the adolescent rebellion had come tough retribution. There was something vulnerable about her, and that was probably what he found attractive. Even now, with Susie living and working in his home, he was not sure that one day he wouldn’t return to find her gone.

  




  

    But the future was what counted, not the past.

  




  

    He’d tempted her to move in with him by offering the long attic room in his house as a studio. She’d loved it from the first, using it almost as a sanctuary. That was where she would have been when he called, either working on one of her horse commissions or on the large abstracts that she couldn’t sell but which were her real passion. Josh didn’t really understand them. A picture of a horse, precisely painted in a realistic style, was one thing – Susie was brilliant at them, it was obvious. But the canvases that didn’t feature animals or concrete things but expressed mood and emotion through subtle use of colour and texture – as she had tried to explain to him – left him in the dark. He was as ignorant of her work as she was of his – reading a horse race, timing a stride into a fence, getting the most out of the animal beneath him. In their separate spheres of expertise, they were both a mystery to each other.

  




  

    Now, as they spoke, he realised she wanted to get back to whatever she was doing. In her way she was as focused on her occupation as he was on his. She’d disappear into the attic for eight hours at a stretch or work all night when the  mood took her, not eating, ignoring the phone, lost in her own world. ‘Painting’s not about what you do with your hands,’ she’d said to him. ‘It’s about what’s in your head.’ When she was working hard she spent a lot of time locked in her head. That he could understand, it was the same for him. They were both obsessed.

  




  

    ‘You should see the size of my bed,’ he said. ‘I wish you were here.’

  




  

    She laughed. ‘You always get horny when you’ve ridden a few winners.’

  




  

    Was that true? Not that it mattered. ‘I only get horny for you.’

  




  

    ‘Me too.’ Her voice was faint, almost a whisper. ‘Josh?’ She sounded anxious.

  




  

    ‘What is it?’

  




  

    There was a long pause. He could hear the sound of her breathing, ragged and fast.

  




  

    ‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘I must get back to work.’ And she put the phone down.

  




  

    He grinned to himself. She was funny like that.

  




  

    Susie sat in the unlit hall by the phone, unable to move. Josh had sounded so warm and loving. As if there was nothing about her he didn’t want to embrace. But there were some things she couldn’t share.

  




  

    Like the letter and all that it implied.

  




  

    It was hardly a letter, just a few printed lines.

  




  

    

      Dear Susie Sausage,

    




    

      Does Josh know the truth about you? The real truth.  Why don’t you get out of his life before you muck that up too?

    


  




  

    It was unsigned, of course. A cowardly, spiteful note that she should throw away. Then get back to what she was doing before she’d found it on the mat. Get back to work as she had promised Josh.

  




  

    Or she could simply ring Josh and tell him. That would solve everything.

  




  

    She did neither, just sat and shivered with fear.

  




  

    Somebody knew.

  




  




  

     Chapter Two

  




  

    Josh lay in bed reading, the small print of                                                                                                                     Chaseform



















































































































  beginning to blur before his eyes. As he reached for the light switch the room filled with a shrill buzz, jerking him into full wakefulness. The bedside phone was ringing. Susie.

  




  

    He snatched up the receiver and spoke into it warmly. ‘Hello, darling.’

  




  

    There was a pause, then a smoky chuckle which immediately wiped Susie from his thoughts.

  




  

    ‘How sweet,’ said a familiar voice. ‘It’s nice to know you still think of me with affection.’

  




  

    ‘Annabelle?’ The question was redundant. He’d not spoken to her for two years but every intake of breath on the other end of the line was as familiar as an old song.

  




  

    ‘Aren’t you pleased to hear from me?’

  




  

    ‘Why are you calling?’

  




  

    ‘I’m downstairs in the bar. I thought you might want to join me.’

  




  

    He was fully awake now, suspicious thoughts racing through his mind. ‘I don’t think that would be a good idea.’

  




  

    ‘Why on earth not? You’ve obviously not got anyone else to entertain you. Besides, I thought you’d like the opportunity to thank me in person.’

  




  

    He knew he ought to put the phone down. A curt goodbye would do, then leave the receiver off the hook. But what on earth was she talking about?

  




  

    ‘I don’t owe you thanks for anything, Annabelle.’

  




  

    ‘Really? How about King Archibald this afternoon?’

  




  

    Five minutes later he was walking into the downstairs bar. He spotted her at once. The tumbling fall of blue-black hair was unmistakable. So, too, the long, slender legs that she insisted were her best feature – they were certainly eye-catching as she perched on a stool by the counter.

  




  

    ‘Hi, Josh,’ she murmured, lifting her face to his. It seemed natural to kiss her, putting his lips to her cheek and breathing in her perfume once again – a subtle musk that instantly brought to mind past intimacies.

  




  

    He hurriedly stepped away from her and turned to the waiting barman. He could feel her eyes boring into him as he ordered. Be careful, he said to himself, she’s after something. So what’s new?

  




  

    They took their drinks – Diet Coke for him, white wine for her – to a seat in an alcove so small their knees rubbed against each other beneath the table. The light was dim and flattering but, even so, beneath the surface glamour Annabelle looked drawn, with hollows in her cheeks. Josh was struck forcibly by how very different she was in looks and style to Susie. Annabelle’s face was long – like a horse, she used to say – with a strong nose and high, sharp bones. In this light her almond-shaped eyes were almost black, the  deep shadows beneath them making them seem bigger than ever. She reached for her wine and he noticed the thinness of her wrist. She’d lost weight since he’d last seen her. Nonetheless, her appearance remained as striking as ever.

  




  

    ‘You’re looking good,’ he said, telling himself he’d only spoken out of politeness.

  




  

    She pulled a face, turning her lips down in denial. ‘Hardly.’ She reached into her bag and pulled out a packet of cigarettes. He watched as her slender fingers placed the white tube to her lips and fumbled with a book of matches.

  




  

    ‘Let me,’ he said, taking the matches from her. He was not a smoker and disliked the habit in others. He’d never minded it in Annabelle, however.

  




  

    ‘What’s this about King Archibald then?’

  




  

    She lifted her face and blew smoke upwards, away from him. Her lips curled into a feline grin. ‘Well done to you,’ she said. ‘He’s not the easiest to ride, I’m told.’

  




  

    ‘Get on with it, Annabelle. What about him?’

  




  

    She sipped her wine. She was going to spin this out, it was clear. ‘Didn’t you wonder how come you got the ride?’

  




  

    ‘I hoped it might be Leo.’

  




  

    She shot him a look of rank disbelief. ‘Get real, Josh. He’d rather get on the horse himself and put up five stone overweight.’

  




  

    He shrugged. He’d feared as much. There was obviously no prospect of making peace.

  




  

    ‘Leo’s out of the country at the moment,’ she continued. ‘He was conveniently lost between time zones when the jockey pulled out. Polly Kirby decided she wanted the best man for the job, and that was you.’

  




  

    ‘Who on earth is Polly Kirby?’

  




  

    ‘The owner – technically. Her mum and dad put the horse in her name. You must have seen them at the racecourse.’

  




  

    Of course he had. The unenthusiastic threesome in the parade ring. At least he’d reversed their opinion of his abilities – they were all over him after the race.

  




  

    ‘Polly happens to be an old friend of mine,’ Annabelle continued. ‘Took my word for everything when we were at school. Things haven’t changed.’

  




  

    So Annabelle had procured him the ride. But why? He asked her as much.

  




  

    ‘Look, Josh.’ She reached across the table and clasped his hand. ‘We might not see each other any more but you still matter to me. Can’t I do an old friend a favour?’

  




  

    He pulled his hand away from hers. ‘We don’t see each other because you dumped me. I’m not an old friend, I’m a rejected lover. As a rule, friendship goes out of the window.’
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