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Ex-National Hunt Champion Jockey John Francome is a broadcaster on racing for Channel 4 and is fast establishing himself as one of the front runners in the racing thriller stakes. He lives in Berkshire.

 



His previous bestsellers have all been highly praised:

 



‘Francome provides a vivid panorama of the racing world . . . and handles the story’s twist deftly’

The Times

 



‘Francome can spin a darn good yarn’

Racing Post

 



‘Thrills, twists and turns on and off the racecourse. Convincing and beguiling’

Irish Independent

 



‘Move over Dick Francis, here’s competition’


Me magazine

 



‘A thoroughly convincing and entertaining tale’

Daily Mail

 



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

Evening Standard

 



‘Irresistibly reminiscent of the master . . . a most readable yarn’

Mail on Sunday

 



‘Thrills to the final furlong . . . Francome knows how to write a good racing thriller’

Daily Express

 



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

Country Life




 Chapter One

I’d never much cared for Toby Brown. He’d always been too arrogant and pleased with himself for my liking. That’s how he’d been when we’d first met as ten year olds at school. Twenty-five years on, not much had changed.

I was sitting on a battered wooden bench amid the sweaty air and nervous clamour of the changing room at Fontwell Park. Outside, the ground was heavy and the sky had the shade and texture of soggy porridge. There were ten minutes to kill before the amateur chase, and I wasn’t looking forward to it.

I’d picked up a Racing Post from the seat beside me and one of Toby’s quarter page advertisements had caught my eye.

‘The Best Tipster in the Country’ was how he modestly described himself. But then, he’d managed somehow to name seventeen winners in his last twenty selections and post a hefty profit. I didn’t dispute the claim – a friend on the newspaper had told me all the tipping services were closely monitored. Besides, everyone in racing was talking about it.

Punters up and down the country were following him like kids after the Pied Piper, and for the first time in their corporate histories the big bookies were losing money like water down a drain. I guessed Toby was loving it.

He’d always been a clever dick – very quick with figures. At school he’d been best at everything from French to football, which may partly have accounted for the faint resentment I’d harboured towards him ever since.

I still saw him from time to time, when we would nod a greeting and talk a little about mutual friends. We got along all right because there was no point in falling out with him; besides, his mother, Jane, trained my horses.

But, like everyone else, I was still very curious to know how, in the past few weeks, he’d tipped a string of winners way beyond the scope of mere good luck.

 



The bell above my head jangled sharply through the steamy room to tell jockeys to get ready for the next race. As I pulled on my helmet, I felt the usual minor eruptions in my innards. It wasn’t so much physical danger I feared as the possibility that I was going to go out and make a fool of myself publicly, yet again.

Nester, my mount, was frankly too good for me. He was a classy chaser and I was a less than moderate amateur. Under normal circumstances his trainer wouldn’t have let me into his stable, let alone allowed me to ride him on a race-course. I was on him today only because I happened to own him. Officially the  horse was called Better By Far; the nickname by which he was affectionately known came from his habit of shoving all the straw in his stable into one corner to make himself a comfortable bed.

If it hadn’t been for me, Nester would have arrived at the knacker’s a year ago and ended up as the contents of a greyhound’s dinner bowl. For that alone, I reckoned I deserved at least one race on him.

The trouble with my riding was that I simply wasn’t a natural. From the start, I’d found this lack of ability frustrating and acutely embarrassing, but I was determined to beat it.

I was competent at most of the sports I’d tried, but it seemed that none of the skills from these translated through to race-riding. Like a lot of late starters, I’d spent too much time worrying about the mechanics of the job, instead of just getting on with it, and no matter how much I tried to relax, I knew from the videos that I still rode as if I was in the advanced stages of rigor mortis.

There were always so many things to remember: grip with your knees; keep your head and shoulders low; don’t pull the horse in the mouth; don’t hold your reins too tight – except, of course, if your horse pecks after a fence, when you have to hold them as tight as you can.

I’d spent hours feeling like a fool on a simulator, trying to remember everything I’d been told. My friend and business partner, Matt James, came to watch a few times; he tried to encourage me with the opinion that I’d progressed from embarrassingly awful to just awful. My style may not have improved a lot since then, but I  had grown a thicker hide and excused myself with the fact that I’d never even sat on a horse until I was eighteen, by which time the suppleness of youth was beginning to wear off.

 



When the starter let us go for the two-and-a-half mile handicap chase, Nester felt so good I found I could leave all these negative thoughts behind. If the old racing adage were true – that it’s good horses that make good jockeys – then Nester should make me a champion.

Two years before, he’d been considered the outstanding novice of the season. He’d proved it by winning the Arkle Trophy at Cheltenham, when Lord Tintern still owned him.

The first time I’d schooled him myself, a few months ago, he’d taken my breath away – quite literally. Before that, I’d had no idea what a top-class horse felt like. I was used to plodders who tried to get as close to a fence as they could, to minimise the effort they’d need to get over it. Nester, by contrast, always wanted to take off at least a stride sooner than I expected.

But this was his first race over fences in nearly two years. Jane Brown had made her orders quite clear that morning. I was to sit three or four lengths off the pace, and get a lead for a mile or so to keep him well within himself.

 



But that wasn’t at all how it happened.

After a huge jump at the first fence I found myself right at the front, and from the moment Nester’s feet  touched down I knew I would be no more than a passenger for the rest of the race.

I guessed that Jane was sitting at home cursing me, but the threat of her wrath was far outweighed by the thrill of riding a top-class steeplechaser. I’d never come across anything like Nester’s massive strength. He was powering through the deep ground and leaping each fence as if he were jumping from a springboard. I was having the ride of my life.

It didn’t last.

As the race progressed, my confidence grew. I was learning that a really good horse didn’t need to be told precisely where to take off. Nester had such ability that he seemed able to reach the fence from just about anywhere.

As we galloped easily towards the first downhill fence, going away from the stables, I was more concerned with my style and how I looked to the people in the grandstand than I was about where Nester was going to take off. For a few brief, happy moments, I even convinced myself that I looked like a professional.

I pushed forward and committed myself to a magnificent leap for the benefit of the spectators. I wanted to give them dramatic proof that Mr S. Jeffries had become an amateur to be reckoned with.

Then, too late, I found there was a limit even to Nester’s talents. With abrupt stubbornness, he put in a short one.

If my legs had been gripping properly I’d have had no problem, but I’d prepared myself for a huge leap. When finally Nester was airborne, I was already halfway up  his neck; as he popped over the fence, I lost my irons and dropped neatly over his right shoulder.

I’d owned up to my mistake before I hit the deck. Blaming myself because it wasn’t the first time. Cursing because Nester had been going so well, and I’d mucked it up.

All this went through my head in the fraction of a second it took for me to leave the saddle and thud into the mercifully soft Sussex turf.

As my hip dented the ground, I instinctively curled up into a ball while the rest of the field galloped past. When I could hear they’d all gone, I picked my whip out of the grass and walked dejectedly to the side of the track where the St John’s Ambulance had just pulled up.

The driver leaped out. ‘Are you okay?’ he called breathlessly, running around the front of his vehicle towards me.

‘Yes, yes. I’m fine, thanks. Soft landing.’

I declined a lift back to the changing room; it was only a short walk. But I had to put up with a ribbing from a spectator who’d been watching from the middle of the course. It wasn’t meant maliciously, but it hurt just the same.

I’d been disappointed when Jane had said she’d be unable to make it for Nester’s first outing in his new colours; I’d wanted the support.

Now I was deeply relieved she hadn’t been there. I didn’t doubt she’d seen my dismal performance on the Racing Channel, but at least I had time to prepare my excuses before I spoke to her again.

As the race finished, Nester pulled up with the other runners, looking none the worse for having galloped riderless for almost a circuit.

Sally, the girl who looked after him, caught hold of his reins and checked him for cuts. When I came up, she wouldn’t even look me in the eye. I couldn’t blame her. ‘Sorry I buggered that up, Sal.’

‘That’s all right, Mr Jeffries.’ She still didn’t look at me but let half a smile flicker across her lips.

Feeling depressed, despite Nester’s obviously complete return to fitness, I walked back to the weighing room to shower and change. After a quick cup of tea, I went out to my car and got in. I picked up the phone to check for messages. There was only one, from Matt.

‘If you’re still alive, can you come into the office about six?’

If my partner needed to see me that urgently, it would be something important and I needed a distraction from my fall. I dialled, got Matt’s answerphone and told it I’d be there.

I drove towards Reading and tried to push the frustrations of the afternoon to the back of my mind. I knew for the rest of the season I’d have to be satisfied with using my meagre riding skills on Baltimore, my other horse.

He was a hunter chaser, also housed with Jane at a friendly discount. He was beginning to look quite businesslike under her regime, and she had agreed that he could run at Ludlow in a fortnight’s time. She was, she said, far more worried about my fitness than the horse’s. After my performance this afternoon,  she’d have good reason to worry about my riding skills, too.

Angrily, I thumped the heels of my hands on the steering wheel. I would bloody well learn to ride properly, if it killed me!




Chapter Two

I walked into our company’s new, hi-tech offices to be greeted with a dewy smile by Monica, our receptionist-cum-secretary. ‘Bad luck, Simon.’

‘I wish it was just bad luck – more a case of bad jockey, I’m afraid.’

Jason Williams, who was our office manager and did most of the work in the firm, saw me through the window of his own cubby-hole. He came out, grinning.

‘The bad news is you fell off,’ he said. ‘The good news is I was too late to get a bet on – so I’m twenty quid up.’

It was this positive attitude of Jason’s that had persuaded my partner and me to take him on soon after we had launched our technology protection service.

‘Glad to hear it, but why are you two still here?’

‘Just wrapping up a couple of new contracts,’ Jason said happily, thinking of his bonus.

I nodded encouragingly and walked to the closed door on the far side of the reception area.

I found Matt James in his office, sitting at a functional grey steel desk.

At thirty-six, he was a year older than me, but  seemed to have ten years’ more experience. Cool detachment and good judgement accumulated over fifteen years in the army showed in his ice-blue eyes. He was a private man, tricky to get close to. His ambitions were obscure, his priorities contradictory, and his relationships with women sporadic and secretive.

His antidote to sedentary work consisted of hard, relentless games of squash, in which I’d never beaten him, and long solo treks across the mountains of marginal Britain. Tough, supremely fit, quick-limbed and quick-witted, there was no one I’d rather have had on my side in a crisis.

Two years ago, he and I had set up as partners in a new security company, specialising in the protection of commercial information. We hadn’t made our fortune yet, but from a shaky base we were beginning to build a reputation.

Although we’d been friends since our school days at Marlborough, we didn’t have a lot in common. Matt had gone on to command tanks in a cavalry regiment and a squadron in the SAS, while I’d gained a 2:2 in history at Durham and spent the next ten years as an insurance broker at Lloyd’s.

We also had very different tastes in recreation and women. That was just as well as neither of us was married and he was a good-looking man by any standards. But we had always shared a passionate interest in racing and a keen desire to beat the bookies.

On his face that evening was a grin as large as any I’d seen in the twenty years I’d known him.

‘Either someone’s just handed you a monster  cheque,’ I said, ‘or there’s a girl under that desk.’

‘I wish there were,’ Matt laughed, and shook his mop of sandy hair, ‘but you were right first time. Tomorrow morning Salmon Leisure Plc will be handing me a substantial cheque.’

‘Toby hasn’t done it again?’ I asked, incredulous.

Matt nodded. ‘Good old Toby, and not such a bad price today: nine to four. Mind you, it should have been double that but I suppose it came right in as soon as Toby napped it. I wonder how the hell he does it?’ Matt shook his head.

‘I should think every bookie in the country’s tearing their hair out wondering that.’

Matt had been following Toby’s tips for a few months, and over the recent spectacular run of winners had allowed himself to plough back a good proportion of his winnings into each subsequent bet.

His blue eyes gleamed at me across his desk. ‘Anyway, I’m not complaining,’ he said with a satisfied grin. ‘But look, I’m sorry, Simon – in my excitement, I forgot to ring and tell you the appointment I made for you has been moved.’

‘Oh,’ I said, disappointed. ‘Who’s it with?’

‘One of your contacts – Emma’s father, in fact. He rang to ask if you could meet him this evening on Jockey Club business.’ Matt glanced at me. ‘Why are you looking so surprised?’

Emma Birt was a girl I wanted to see more of. Her father, Lord Tintern, was a senior steward at the Jockey Club. ‘I’ve been trying to get a toe in that door ever since we started,’ I said. ‘The security guys in the  Jockey Club guard their territory very jealously. But I’ve been working on old Tintern for the last few months.’ I nodded, pleased with myself. ‘Maybe all my arse-licking has finally paid off. Mind you,’ I winced guiltily, ‘our relationship could go sour if Nester stays sound and finds his old form.’

‘You mean, once he’s got a decent jockey on board?’ Matt’s eyes flashed again, sharp to spot and point out a flaw. ‘You know, Simon, on today’s showing, I think you must be the worst jockey I’ve ever seen. It really is time you gave up.’

I was used to Matt’s constant jibes. ‘Don’t rub it in! I recognise that my partnership with Nester is due for review, but I’m still going to race Baltimore.’

‘God help him,’ Matt smiled. ‘Anyway, I suppose I can’t expect you to give up the chance of Nester winning the Champion Chase just because it might upset Tintern, so there’s not a lot we can do about that. Meanwhile, he rang half an hour ago and changed the appointment to tomorrow, at Portman Square. So you needn’t have rushed back.’

‘Too bad,’ I said, on reflection glad not to have to see Lord Tintern this evening. ‘Did he say what it was about?’

Matt shook his head. ‘No, and I didn’t ask.’

‘I’ll have to wait till tomorrow then,’ I said philosophically. ‘I was going to go over to Wetherdown, but I don’t think I can face Jane yet. At least this’ll give you a chance to buy me a drink to celebrate your win.’

‘And the fact that you and Nester are still alive in spite of your pathetic performance!’

 



‘Toby Brown has always thought he was right,’ Lord Tintern said with mild disparagement. He paused while he poured us both a hefty measure of ten-year-old Laphroaig.

The bottle and two heavy cut-crystal glasses stood on the polished mahogany surface of an elegant early-Georgian card table. The table stood alone in the middle of a small, panelled meeting room in the Jockey Club premises at Portman Square in the West End of London. ‘He used to work for me, you know, years ago when he first left school. He’s my godson, as a matter of fact. I took him on as a favour to his mother, as a sort of trainee racing manager.’

‘Wasn’t he any good, then?’ I prompted.

Lord Tintern glanced at me down his long, slightly hooked nose. He reminded me of a golden eagle I’d once seen at a falconry centre, gazing disdainfully from high on its perch. I was interested to observe that only three generations away from the keeper of a tiny inn off the Great North Road, Tintern seemed to have acquired all the characteristics of a true aristocrat.

I had the impression that he was going to pounce on me for the audacity of my remark, but he restrained himself. ‘As a matter of fact,’ he said, ‘he showed real flair for the job, but he was more interested in running the horses for his own gain than the good of their careers; we pretty soon fell out. I can’t say I’ve given him much thought since then, but, as you know, he’s the hottest property in the game now, tipping all these winners. And, I might say, causing a lot of worries.’

‘Tell that to the millions of punters all over the country who are following him.’

‘Quite frankly, Simon, I’m not particularly sorry to see the big bookmakers losing for once. But that’s not the point – the fact of the matter is, Toby’s up to something. Nobody in the history of horse racing has ever been so successful as a tipster. You and I both know that, no matter how clever you are or how hard you work, there’s always an element of luck involved. Toby’s found a way to dispense with that, and it means only one thing: he’s cheating. The bookies are baying for his blood. They sent a delegation to us over the weekend, and I’ve been asked to look into it.’

‘Why don’t you use your own security people?’

‘Because Toby knows them. We’ve been on his case for a while now and come up with nothing. I thought maybe a fresh approach would throw up something.’

‘Okay,’ I said. But I was still surprised that he’d turned to us. The Jockey Club employed at least two dozen full-time ex-CID men, as well as a handful of retrained old soldiers, to maintain the integrity of British racing. And if it was true that Toby knew them all, it was also true that he knew me, and that I was now in the security business myself.

I was glad this didn’t seem to have put Tintern off. I’d been hustling for some Jockey Club business for months, but in the back of my mind I was concerned that my decision to run Nester against Tintern’s horse in the Champion Chase hadn’t struck home yet; I was sure that sooner or later it would get right up his nose and seriously affect our chances of working together.

So why was he giving me instructions now?

For the moment, I decided just to let things run. A job was a job. ‘I’ll let you have a preliminary report by the end of the week,’ I said. ‘But you must have considered the possibility that it’s no more than just a lucky run?’

Tintern shook his head. ‘Nobody stays lucky that long. He’s on his own inside track, and we’ve got to know how he got there. But,’ Tintern hesitated a second, ‘take your time. You know – softly, softly catchee monkey.’

I nodded, thinking what a fatuous maxim that was. Besides, Toby was no monkey. ‘Shall I report to you?’

‘Yes, of course. Anything you need, just ask.’

Once the business end of the conversation was over, we spent a few minutes exchanging racing small talk. Lord Tintern was affable enough and I was careful to avoid anything that might lead to a reference to Nester. The entries for the Queen Mother Champion Chase had been published three weeks before and I couldn’t believe he hadn’t noticed Nester among them. I guessed he’d be more than a little irritated to see a horse that he had once owned and written off entered in any race, let alone a Championship. Especially as he knew that I’d bought Nester from his daughter for the same token payment she had made to him.

‘By the way,’ he was saying, ‘Emma phoned from Florida last Friday. She said she was coming home tonight.’

‘That’s great news,’ I said, trying to conceal my elation.

‘I should warn you,’ he said, looking directly at me, ‘I don’t think you’ll get much encouragement from her. I imagine she has bigger fish to fry.’

I didn’t speak for a second or two and decided, small fish that I was, not to rise to the bait. ‘I’m sure she has,’ I said mildly.

‘You know, of course, that I wasn’t too happy about her selling that horse to you,’ he went on.

I shrugged my shoulders to hide my alarm that he’d decided to raise the subject now. ‘I don’t think anyone believed he would recover at the time.’

‘That’s not the point. The fact is, I’d virtually given the horse to her – I’d be very unhappy if he suddenly came back to form. However, we mustn’t let a bit of sporting rivalry interfere with our professional relationship, must we?’ he added, with a sudden gracious smile, holding out a hand to me. ‘Don’t take too long getting to the bottom of this business with Toby.’

 



When Toby Brown wasn’t staying in his exotically decorated flat in Mayfair, he lived on his own in an exquisite Strawberry Hill Gothic cottage on the edge of his mother’s estate at Wetherdown, near East Ilsley.

Besides his tipping service, Toby seemed to have fingers in every racing pie. He had a few horses in training – none, surprisingly, with his mother; he owned several brood mares and youngsters, and he regularly bought and sold foals and yearlings. He also had a newspaper column and regularly appeared on television to air his idiosyncratic views on racing.

Although there was rumoured to be a partner  involved in his telephone operation, everyone knew it was all Toby’s making. His high profile had ensured that his success was well documented and the line had quickly taken off.

He claimed he’d devised an entirely new formula for picking winners. This took into account more factors influencing the outcome of a race than any rival tipster. He had measured every race-course in the country, made his own going assessments based on times, and even counted the number of strides taken by each horse to cover a furlong.

Business was booming for Toby. When I’d asked him two weeks earlier, he’d arrogantly told me that he netted an average thirty pence every time a punter called in for the day’s selection and he was getting around five thousand calls a day, with up to twelve thousand on Saturdays. Not a bad income when you considered the overheads – all he needed was his formbook and a telephone; no office and no staff. I guessed, though, that since his recent run of winners, turnover must have trebled at least.

 



When Lord Tintern showed me out, I got into my Audi outside the Jockey Club and joined the traffic creeping round Portman Square, heading for the M4 to go back to the office.

My thoughts flitted between interest in the job I’d just been handed and excitement at seeing Emma again for the first time in over a year.

She’d gone off to the States soon after I’d bought Nester from her, saying she’d be back the following  spring. But by autumn, she still hadn’t reappeared; she’d gone to spend most of the winter ski-ing in Colorado. I guessed, reluctantly, that there were other, unstated attractions there for her. I couldn’t blame her for that; I hadn’t told her how much I’d wanted her to stay.

I had spent most of the two years before that with Laura Trevelyan, who had worked with my sister. Laura was neurotic, quick-witted, and one of the best-looking women on Vogue. But that relationship had ground to an inevitable and uncomfortable halt soon after Emma had left.

Emma had sent me a few postcards while she was away, asking after Nester and Baltimore and, as an afterthought, me. I’d kept her up to date, but the most recent communication had been at Christmas in which she’d asked only after the horses.

Now she was coming back.

Slowing for the perennial hold up on the M4 near Slough, I could summon up a vivid picture of how Emma had looked, fifteen months earlier at Jane’s stables.

She’d been wearing a pair of cream-coloured, stretch jodhpurs, uninterrupted by any panty lines, and a thin denim shirt, open just far enough to show the top of her lively breasts.

Her light auburn hair, damp and dishevelled, fell in rat’s tails around a peach-soft face and her large turquoise eyes gleamed with conspiratorial excitement. It would have taken a man of far steelier resolve than I not to fall under her spell. I remembered it as if it were yesterday . . .

 



It had been a darkening afternoon in November when I’d walked through the broad-arched gatehouse into Jane’s handsome stable-yard.

‘I’m very sorry, Gerald, but there’s absolutely no point in shouting at me.’ I could hear a rare tremor in Jane’s voice. ‘This horse will never race again and that’s all there is to it.’

‘Then you’ll just have to shoot the bloody animal!’ Gerald Tintern wasn’t joking. That much was obvious from the pitch and vindictive edge in his normally mellow voice.

I’d caught the sharp exchange over the howl of a damp wind which blustered unchecked from Salisbury Plain. Not far short of a gale, it shrieked through the old brick archway.

I took in the tableau in front of me: a horse as fit and strong as any I’d seen – apart from a bulky dressing around its near forefoot – and three human figures, all apparently oblivious to the vortex of icy air whirling around the enclosed space.

Instinctively, I changed course, looking for cover from the weather and Lord Tintern’s anger. I knew Jane had seen me, and that she might have valued some moral support, but I kept my eyes down and walked quickly across to the office in one of the near corners of the yard.

I let myself in. It was another world in here; warm and quiet except for the murmur of a television in the corner. Even the acrid smell of the head lad’s cheap tobacco was welcoming. The sight of Lord Tintern’s  daughter with her long legs dangling over the side of an old desk was positively exhilarating.

‘Hi, Si,’ Emma said in her husky, lazy voice, and I grinned back at her, although up until now I’d always hated being called ‘Si’.

‘What’s going on outside?’ I asked. ‘Your father doesn’t sound too happy.’

Emma sighed. ‘He can be very tough.’

Jane’s head lad, Mick Mulcahy, was paging through the entry book. He looked up. ‘He doesn’t deserve a good horse.’

‘What’s happened?’ I asked again.

‘You know how much Dad paid for Nester?’

‘Not exactly,’ I said. ‘Obviously a lot, I should imagine, but he’ll get it all back on his insurance.’

‘Dad never insures anything. He says he’s rich enough to be his own underwriter.’

‘The horse may not be a write-off in any case,’ Mick Mulcahy muttered.

‘The vet said he’d cracked his pedal bone, just below the coronet,’ Emma said. ‘He said it might mend if he pins it, but it won’t ever be strong enough to race.’

Jane had told me that an injury so deep inside the foot was rare. If Nester could have been persuaded to lie down for six weeks, he’d probably have mended well enough, but that was way beyond the patience of any horse. As it was, with luck he’d recover enough to enjoy his retirement at least.

Emma was looking sharply at Mick. ‘How long do you think it’ll take for that foot to come right?’

‘I don’t know if it ever will – I’ve never seen an injury like it before.’

‘Esmond Cobbold could cure him,’ I said with quiet confidence.

‘Who’s he?’ Emma pounced on the possibility.

I smiled, loving her enthusiasm. ‘He’s an old boy I know – a friend of my parents’ and a kind of healer – brilliant at getting horses right.’

I picked up the phone on Mick’s desk and dialled a number in Herefordshire. After a short conversation, I hung up and turned to Emma with a grin. ‘He’s on his way.’

‘Who the hell is this fella?’ Mick asked sceptically.

‘Esmond Cobbold is the man who cured Harvey, my old hunter, when every vet who’d looked at him said he was unmendable.’

‘He’ll not cure Nester overnight, I can promise you that.’ The Irishman didn’t like to have his authority overruled.

‘Maybe not,’ I said, ‘but he’ll help more than anyone else I know.’

‘What does he do exactly?’

‘He can do anything to a horse, bar talk to it. I suppose you’d call him a faith healer, but he’s not a crank.’

‘Simon, are you sure you’re not exaggerating when you say he really can do something?’ Emma asked me, still sceptical despite herself.

I held up my hands. ‘All I’m saying is that he’s the nearest thing I’ve seen to a miracle worker.’

‘Good!’ Emma slid off the desk and walked to the  window. She looked through the wet glass at the group of figures, heading in different directions now. Jane trailed behind the owner through the arch. The bun on the back of her head had been demolished by the wind and turned into a mass of waving grey hair. She looked thoroughly deflated.

‘Wait here. I’ll be back in a moment.’ On impulse, Emma reached up to the row of pegs beside the door and helped herself to the nearest Barbour which was five sizes too big for her. She heaved it on. A moment later, letting a quick gust of damp air into the stuffy room, she was outside and the door was banging shut behind her.

 



Five minutes later she came back, and after a modicum of persuasion I looked like being a thousand pounds poorer and the proud owner of a three-legged race-horse.

I could only hope my confidence in Esmond would be justified.

He was an octogenarian ex-cavalry officer and retired farmer. With his conservative background, regimental tie, drooping moustache and monocle, he was an unlikely character to find in the wild and woolly New Age world of personal auras and earth mysteries, but he seemed to accept his gift in a surprisingly prosaic manner.

How he had discovered his ability to heal people’s injuries, he never told me, but he’d hinted that in order not to look foolish, he’d started with animals, successfully achieving a complete cure on his own labrador’s  failing hip. He’d done similar things with other people’s dogs and then progressed to horses, which was how I’d first seen the results of his ministrations.

My continuing faith in Esmond’s powers was rewarded. A week after he’d first arrived to see the horse at Wetherdown, I happily gave Emma the thousand pounds she’d promised her father, and wrote to advise Weatherbys that Better By Far had become the property of Simon Jeffries, Esquire.




Chapter Three

The morning after my visit to Portman Square, I woke early to ride first lot from Wetherdown on Baltimore.

As I splashed water on to my reluctantly opening eyes, I looked at my face in the mirror in front of me and observed that the fresh bloom of youth was no longer evident.

At thirty-five, I’d have been surprised if it were. But the strain of trying to keep my weight below twelve stone when I stood at just under six feet was starting to show, and my sybaritic tastes were beginning to cancel out the benefits of several squash games and four mornings’ riding out each week.

I nodded philosophically, though, and grinned at my reflection. I was never going to win the Gold Cup, and I may not have been Leonardo DiCaprio, but I had a sneaky suspicion that the Honourable Emma Birt wasn’t totally uninterested in me.

Pleased that I was soon going to see her again, I brushed my teeth, shaved and walked through to my bedroom to fling open the window and let in the first early calls of the hedgerow birds and the damp morning  mist. I took a few deep breaths, glad that I’d restricted myself to one glass of wine with dinner and gone to bed before the midnight news.

I pulled on a pair of cavalry twill jodhpurs, a cotton shirt and a cable-knit sweater. I’d left my boots in the back of the car, so slipped on a pair of deck shoes to go downstairs.

I lived in what had once been the coach-house of a large Victorian mansion set a hundred feet above the small riverside town of Streatley. The view from the kitchen window was across the Thames and the flat meadows beyond. Ancient hedges and a few pollarded willows with ghostly spiked heads poked through the shroud of white mist which lay across the valley floor.

I made myself a pot of mega-strength Java Lava and hacked a few segments from a fleshy grapefruit. Whatever other disadvantages Baltimore may have been going to suffer, carrying overweight wasn’t one of them.

A few minutes later I was in the car, driving with my headlights on. The day was still struggling to emerge through the moist blanket that lay in scattered patches over the folds of the downs, but by the time I drove between the high stone gate-posts at Wetherdown twenty minutes later, the sun had just appeared as a faint silvery ball above the long horizon behind me.

I by-passed the house, set in a circle of giant specimen pines, and parked close to the broad arch of the brick gatehouse to Jane’s handsome Edwardian stables.

I climbed out and stretched while I filled my lungs with crisp dawn air. A thrush anticipated trouble and  with a noisy ‘chip-chip’, fled to an ancient yew that guarded the entrance, scattering the dew that sparkled on the tree’s dark green needles.

From within the yard, I heard the clop of hooves on cobbles, the snorting of the horses, the bustle of lads rushing to be ready to pull out their rides on the dot of seven-thirty. Baltimore would be tacked up and waiting for me.

I walked in through the arch. I didn’t look for Jane immediately. I hadn’t seen her since my fall at Fontwell, but I’d spoken to her at length on the phone the night before. First, I went to Nester’s box and let myself in. He turned to look at me with what I was sure was a friendly nod. I glanced around with my eyes smarting from the sharp tang of a peeled onion dangling from a rafter. This was Jane’s way of warding off the bugs and viruses that liked to plague a horse’s stable.

I noticed with a smile that the straw bedding was neatly rucked up into what looked like a vast bird’s nest on the clean side of his box – he was the nearest I’d seen to a house-trained horse.

In a separate corner, his empty manger was on the floor, since he’d shown long ago that he would only eat up if his food was offered at ground level.

I dropped to one knee and slid my hand down his tendon to feel for heat. There was none there and none in his feet either. There hadn’t been since Esmond Cobbold had declared his task finished. I nodded with relief. You could never tell for certain how well injuries had healed until they’d stood the test on a race-course.  Nester had galloped a good two and a half miles over the sticky ground at Fontwell, and he was fine.

I also had to give Jane a lot of the credit for his remarkable recovery. She had started his exercise regime with great restraint. For weeks on end he’d barely walked a stride, but he’d swum miles, toning his muscles with no strain on his foot. Then he’d walked slowly and, eventually, begun to trot, but only on the grass or the softness of the all-weather gallop.

Then Jane had cantered and schooled him gently over her least demanding chase fences for another two months, while he rebuilt his formidable driving muscles. The only hitch in the programme so far had been my falling off.

It had been Jane’s suggestion to enter Nester for Cheltenham. I was more than happy just to see the horse back on a race-course again, but she was convinced he was as good as ever. After my dismal effort at Fontwell, we still didn’t know for sure.

I left Nester’s box thinking of the Senior Steward’s views on his return to the track, which led my thoughts inevitably back to Toby Brown.

So far I had no firm plan on how I was going to get an angle on his success. Matt’s less than subtle suggestion had been to break into his cottage and his flat in London, bug his phones and conduct a thorough search. I had talked him out of this for the time being, on the grounds that Toby was too intelligent not to be alert to the possibility that this might happen.

Abruptly, though, all thoughts of him fled my mind. Walking under the arch into Jane’s yard was Emma. It  was the first time I’d set eyes on her in over a year.

She was dressed in Levi’s and well-worn chaps, and shivering under a thickly lined Drizabone.

‘Hi, Si,’ she said, as if she’d seen me the day before.

‘Emma! It’s great to see you.’ I grinned my welcome. ‘You look wonderful!’ I walked over to kiss her on both soft, tanned cheeks. ‘What are you doing here? I thought you only arrived back late last night?’

‘I did, and rang Jane as soon as I got home. She said you were riding out so I asked if there was something I could take as well.’ She nodded at a small hurdler being led up from a box as we spoke.

‘Great. I’ll see you on the way up.’

I found Baltimore and joined Emma as the string drew out of the yard to clatter up the flinty track towards the deep green sweep of Jane’s private gallops.

‘So, what did you get up to in Florida?’

She glanced up from adjusting her leathers. ‘I met a few gorgeous horses and a lot of hideous men.’

I laughed, looking at her and waiting for more, but it was clear that she didn’t want to expand.

‘How’s Nester?’ she asked.

‘He’s in great shape. I rode him on Monday.’

‘I heard.’ She made a face. ‘Jane told me.’

‘Don’t you start,’ I warned. ‘I’ve taken more than enough flak already. Has your father mentioned it?’

‘Not really. Mind you, I’ve hardly seen him. But it’s fantastic that Nester’s recovered so well.’

‘One hundred percent.’ I smiled. ‘He hasn’t had a lame day since Esmond came to look at him.’

‘Dad’ll go ape when he realises Nester’s sound again.’  She winced at the thought. ‘Are you still going to run him in the Queen Mother Chase?’ she added quickly.

‘He’s entered. That’s why I thought your father might have said something.’

‘He wouldn’t confide in me. Anyway, Nester’s yours now. Will you run him before Cheltenham?’

‘We might run him in another two-and-a-half mile chase. It would be too far, of course, but the ground’s good at the moment and the conditions of the race mean he won’t be giving away too much weight.’

We had reached the end of the lane and the gate that gave on to the southern slope of the down. Jane was already waiting in her Land Rover to shout instructions to each of the riders as they went by. Emma had to go on; Baltimore and I were going last so that I could keep him settled. For a slow horse, he could pull like a train; the problem was that, when you let him have his head, he would never go any faster.

I pulled up at the end of the gallop, looping round as I slowed to a trot then a long lazy walk. Jane stood and studied every horse as we walked back past where she’d been standing.

‘What do you think?’ I asked hopefully.

‘Fine, absolutely fine. Which is more than I can say for you.’

‘I didn’t ask about me,’ I laughed, as if she wasn’t being serious.

‘Just as well. I’ll see you back at the yard – I’d like a word.’

As I hacked back, I wondered about Jane. Although I’d known her for years, I still couldn’t quite tell what  she was thinking. I had the impression she liked me, though nothing she’d said ever confirmed it; and I thought she trusted me, but that wasn’t obvious either.

I was putting Baltimore away when she came into his stable. ‘He’s looking well,’ she congratulated herself.

‘So he should, with all that money I give you to feed him,’ I retorted, rubbing the sweat off the horse with a fistful of straw.

Jane ignored that. ‘By the way, Gerald Tintern’s on his way over.’

I felt suddenly uncomfortable and wondered if he knew he’d find me here. He might already be expecting results from my enquiries, which I hadn’t even started yet.

‘What for?’ I asked apprehensively.

‘He’s just bought another horse to run in the Champion Chase.’

That was news to me. ‘Is it coming here?’

‘It arrived yesterday. Would you like to see it?’

‘I’d love to. What is it?’

‘Purple Silk.’

‘Bloody hell! He must have paid the earth to get Jimmy Doyle to part with it.’

Jane laughed. ‘He didn’t take any notice of what I said, or anyone else for that matter. I told him to try and buy Nester back from you but he wouldn’t hear of it. Pride wouldn’t let him.’

‘Tell me,’ I asked as she lifted the latch and drew back the bolt on Purple Silk’s stable, ‘why’s Gerald so keen to win the Queen Mother Chase?’

‘He wants to have his photo taken, shaking hands with Her Majesty.’

It had never occurred to me that this might seriously be a motive for winning, but maybe Jane was right.

Purple Silk was a beautifully built animal with all the characteristics of a classic two-miler.

I’d seen him race on television and my own impression of him was that he had an abundance of talent but had never been asked a serious question. I wondered, though, if push ever came to shove at the finish of a race, just how big his heart would be. Nester, I knew, would battle until he dropped.

We were leaving the box when Jane turned to me. ‘Simon, I don’t quite know how to say this,’ there was a rare note of embarrassment in her voice, ‘but Gerald has put me in rather an awkward position. As you know, he’s got six horses here, including Purple Silk, and he’s suggested that he might have to take them all elsewhere if I carry on training Better By Far. He was perfectly nice about it, but said he thinks no matter how good a trainer I am, I’ll never be able to train two horses for a race as well as I will one. And he’s right, of course.’

As Jane pulled the bolt across the stable door, my mind raced, weighing up the options and wondering what I should do. I couldn’t ask her to forfeit six good horses and all the training fees, but I couldn’t think who else would train Nester as well. She knew him inside out and he was thoroughly settled at Wetherdown.

‘It’s up to you, Simon,’ she was saying. ‘I’m not  going to be browbeaten by Gerald, and I’d almost rather he did take his bloody animals away.’

‘But it’s not that simple, is it?’ I said with a smile. ‘I can leave you with Baltimore, though, can’t I?’

‘Of course you can,’ she said, without trying to disguise her relief. ‘Are you sure you don’t mind about Nester? Believe me, Simon, I wouldn’t put up with this kind of behaviour if it wasn’t for the fact that our families go back a long way. You know that Toby is Gerald’s godson? I’m Emma’s godmother, and my brother Frank was a founding shareholder in Gerald’s King George Hotel Group. My brother still owns thirty-five percent of it. And my godfather, David Green, is Gerald’s lawyer.’

‘It all sounds very incestuous, but I do understand,’ I said. ‘It’s not the end of the world. If you don’t mind, though, I’ll send Nester to a yard where you can still keep an eye on him for me?’

‘Of course I don’t mind.’

‘I’ll let you know where he’s to go as soon as I can.’ I dismissed the topic. ‘Now, do you happen to know if Toby’s around?’

‘Yes, he is. He’s going to Newbury this afternoon, but I’m sure you’ll find him at the cottage now.’

 



Before I left the yard, I hunted for Emma to tell her the news I’d just heard.

I found her still rubbing down the horse she had exercised, with her helmet off and her hair, longer than before, falling in pale copper-tinted waves to her shoulders.

‘Hi!’ She looked up with a smile that stopped me in my tracks. ‘That was great! How was it for you?’ She opened big, innocent turquoise eyes.

‘Please don’t say things like that so early in the morning,’ I begged.

‘Down, boy.’ She grinned. ‘Now, are you going to take me to lunch and tell me what’s been going on since I’ve been away?’

I knew I hadn’t time to have lunch with her. With her father’s brief and another new one that had just come in, Matt and I were at full stretch.

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘We’ll go to the Greyhound. Nothing’s changed there.’

‘It never does. I’d like that.’ She stood back to inspect the horse. ‘What did Jane want?’ she asked casually.

I explained that her father wanted me to take Nester from the yard.

Her jaw stiffened with anger. ‘God, I’m sorry. I don’t know how he gets away with it.’

‘Ask Jane.’ I looked at my watch. ‘I’ve got to go. I’ll see you at one.’ I gave her a quick kiss and left her in the stable.

 



I climbed into my car, guilty and delighted at the thought of seeing Emma later, but with an effort I refocused my thoughts and drove the half-mile to Toby’s cottage.

To reach the cottage, I didn’t need to leave Jane’s land. When Gervaise Brown had died, he had left her the Wetherdown Estate and enough money to keep it  going comfortably without ever having to earn a penny.

The main house had been built and the grounds re-landscaped for a London banker in the 1880s; Gervaise had bought it from the official receiver in bankruptcy in the early-sixties.

Toby had been just five and Jane less than thirty when her husband died. She’d been desolate at first to be left such a young widow, but she made up her mind not to be beaten by it, calling up reserves of energy which friends hadn’t realised she possessed. With a little knowledge and a lot of enthusiasm, she’d set about turning the domestic stables into a supremely well-equipped racing yard, and one of the prettiest in the country. She never kept more than sixty horses, and I thought she’d probably lived on her earnings ever since.
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High stakes and low lives -
racing’s a dangerous game

‘Like Dick Francis... A winner’Mail on Sunday





