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About the Book


Only when it’s too late does Mike Powell realise that he’s wasted his talents as a jockey and spoilt his marriage. His riding career is in decline; his beautiful wife, Tessa, has left him. And, to cap it all, he’s almost bankrupt, having tried to build a future by pinhooking. Then, on the way to the annual sportsperson awards ceremony, Mike is killed in a car crash.


When his old friend Jed Havard discovers that Mike’s estate has been left to an American called George Parker – a man he’s never heard of before – his suspicions are aroused. While tracking down George, Jed discovers that Mike’s business deals have left a number of bitter enemies, and he realises that, even now, all is not what it seems . . .





Safe Bet




Chapter One




January – West Virginia 

‘Where have you been?’ There was hurt and resentment in Dianne Clayton’s voice.

George Parker didn’t look at her. He walked across the big kitchen where she sat at the table, surrounded by papers and dictionaries; she’d been working on her lap-top, writing her so-called novel, like she always did when she was unhappy. He hung his coat on the back door while he decided how to reply.

That evening he hadn’t been anywhere or done anything that he shouldn’t have, and he was angry at the note of accusation in her voice. But he was careful not to utter the first, antagonistic words that leaped into his head.

Dianne may have become obsessively jealous of every moment he spent out of her sight, but she was also very rich.

After her father had died two years before, leaving her the mansion, two mines and an enormous estate, Dianne had become the wealthiest woman in the small mountain  town of Orange Creek. It had been inevitable that when George heard of her fortune he’d looked her up and moved in. Since then, whenever he’d wanted money, she’d given it to him – until the last month or so, when the handouts had become fewer, and smaller. ‘I’m doing it for your own good, George, for your own self-esteem,’ she’d said earnestly. ‘You need to get a job.’

Well, he’d gone out and got a job all right. He’d made money – and spent it all in New York.

The problem was that, like most of the money he’d ever made, he’d broken the law to get it, and left somebody a whole lot poorer for having met him. Any day now there’d be someone looking for him here. He was going to have to leave Orange Creek for a while, and to do that he needed one last, large loan from Dianne.

He turned to her with an innocent expression on his handsome, boyish face. ‘Honey, take it easy, okay? I’ve just been playing pool with some of the guys.’

He walked over to her, bent down and kissed her lightly on the lips.

‘George, you never play pool.’

He straightened up. ‘Well, I did tonight – and I won! Ask Jimmy.’

‘You must have cheated.’

‘Oh, Dianne, lighten up,’ he said, disappointment in his voice. He gave her his best crooked, hurt smile and walked from the kitchen. He went upstairs to the top floor of the big, clapboard mansion, to a room he’d made his own – a den where he could be private. Closing the door, he took a deep breath and shut his eyes. He was going to have to be  very patient and cautious with Dianne.

George Parker had been a chancer all his thirty-five years. He’d been bright enough to shine at Orange Creek High, even got himself to college and the beginnings of a mining degree.

But he had suffered from the double handicap of being too good-looking, and having just too much charm. For most of his adult life, he’d coasted by on the bare minimum of input. He’d gone out and remorselessly cheated people he had made his friends with such consistent ease it had become a big game to him.

But his latest effort had unintentionally left an old friend penniless with a wife and five kids to raise. It was only a matter of time before that man came looking for him, and George was very sure he didn’t want to be there to give any answers. In a list of fifty adjectives describing George Parker, the word ‘brave’ would not have figured.

With the exception of half a dozen cities where he still owed large sums of money and where his reappearance would arouse violent resentment, he could go anywhere.

Thoughtfully, he walked over to the empty fireplace, took a cigar from a box on the mantelshelf and lit it. From among a pile of old newspapers, he pulled out a copy of  Hello! magazine which he’d been reading on the plane back from New York two days before. He opened it and gazed for the twentieth time at a photograph on an inner page, nodding with a contented smile.

England.

Nobody would come looking for him there, and he guessed he could lie low and have a very good time in  London. Especially as it looked like he’d found himself another little gold-mine to live off.




January – Lexington, Kentucky 

‘It’s crazy! The biggest thing to happen in a horse’s life, and it’s all over in a couple of minutes.’ Bill Corbin’s southern drawl blended with the Blue Grass twang all around him in the bar at the Keeneland sale pavilion. There was bitterness fuelled by alcohol in his voice. ‘It just ain’t fair. That smug bastard in there . . .’ Bill nodded towards the ring and the sharp-suited auctioneer hammering through the assortment of lots the winter sale attracted. ‘He doesn’t give a cuss if the animal he’s selling is some poor guy’s life’s work.’ He turned to his right, seeking confirmation from the man standing at the bar beside him.

A slim, fit five foot nine, with the kind of good looks that always prompted a second glance, Mike Powell was in his mid-thirties – a well-known British jockey, who had become more famous still for his eventful ‘private’ life.

Harebell blue eyes flickered beneath his dark, wavy hair. ‘Which poor guy?’ Mike grinned artlessly at Bill Corbin. ‘Not you, that’s for sure. You told me you only bought the animal a couple of months ago. But you’re right . . .’ He became notably more anxious as he glanced at his watch. His own colt was due to be sold in about twenty minutes. ‘You’ve got to send ’em in groomed like a bride and hope the punters think they’re looking at a classic horse – not a total no-hoper. The slightest thing – any rumour that makes them think the horse isn’t perfect,  even if it’s total rubbish – will make them sit on their hands.’

Bill Corbin nodded and Mike laughed sourly. He’d already convinced himself the punters’ arms would be paralysed for his lot. ‘Two minutes, that’s all you’ve got, and when you come out, you’ve either had it away in some order or you’ve done your bollocks.’ He glanced at the little man beside him whose animal, Mike guessed, had just cost its owner, if not both testicles, at least the best part of the pair.

Mike had consigned a colt he’d bought cheap the year before. He surveyed the crowd, all of whom looked as if they ate fifty-dollar bills for breakfast, and wondered how he’d let things get to a point where he could only afford horses at the lower end of the market. Cheap horses meant thin margins, unless you were very lucky, and for a while now, Mike hadn’t been.

‘You’ve got a good eye,’ someone had once said, when he’d been moaning about his finances. ‘You should try your hand at pinhooking.’

He’d heard the stories: the men who’d bought backward foals for a couple of thousand quid, kept them for a year, taken them to Tattersall’s and watched them make fifty, sixty, even a hundred thousand.

Of course Mike had a good eye. He’d pinhooked two beautiful, under-rated foals the first season he’d tried and cleared a profit of seventy thousand, but hadn’t worked out how to keep it. Now the taxman was asking for his cut and nothing else had gone right in his bloodstock dealing since. He’d got stuck with a half share in an American colt which  he’d persuaded his best friend Jed Havard to buy with him two years before. It was currently being boarded less than twenty miles from Lexington but he hadn’t been to see it since he’d bought it, and didn’t want to go now in case he was asked to pay what he owed for its keep. For the last few months he’d even managed to avoid talking about it to Jed even though, until recently, they had been brothers-in-law.

The animal Mike had sent to this January sale in Keeneland was presentable but not outstanding. Its full brother had run a promising second first time out and looked as if it would go on to add substantial value to its siblings, but shortly afterwards it had broken a leg in training and the insurance money had been paid out before it had a chance to confirm its early form and influence its brother’s standing.

Mike’s colt was well bred, by a good American sire, and despite the disaster with the brother it had grown well. He had been optimistic about a result in the previous October Yearling Sales at Tattersall’s in Newmarket, until the animal had thrown a splint a few weeks before. It was then that he had decided to send the colt to America and sell it at the first sale of the year.

The colt had left England looking like a hundred-thousand-dollar yearling, but the flight from Luton and the eighteen-hour road trip down from quarantine in New-burgh, New York, had drained it. It had sweated forty pounds and arrived in Kentucky hat-rack thin, with a coat as flat as a game-keeper’s moleskins.

Five minutes before his colt was due in the ring, Mike  Powell slipped away from Bill Corbin and went in to sit on his own. He was a few yards to the left of the auctioneer’s rostrum, but couldn’t listen to the fast-paced monologue which filled the fevered air as a nervous dark bay covered the sandy circle in long, athletic strides and the figure on the electronic display passed the million-dollar mark.

He barely registered the price or the applause which greeted the unexpected final bid for the colt, now being led from the ring.

Mike’s was the next lot, and the odds were already stacked against him.

He’d paid £15,000 for the colt, and since missing his slot at Tattersall’s in the autumn had had to bear the cost of keeping it for another four months as well as the £3,000 charge for shipping it to Kentucky. It was a risky strategy, though its sire was more popular in the States than in Europe. But Mike hadn’t allowed for the young animal’s reaction to travel. Usually, he paid Ev Thomas, a long-time friend from Brecknock, to travel with the horses. Ev was an old hand at reassuring a nervous horse, and would fly the whole journey in the cargo hold with his charges if he had to. This time, Mike had cut corners to conserve his dwindling funds, and had let the shippers handle it.

In three minutes’ time, the market would decide whether he’d been clever and bold, or foolish and greedy.

Mike glanced nervously at the man on the rostrum clutching the gavel and did his best to disguise his misgivings. If the auctioneer saw Mike’s doubts, he wouldn’t waste his own time trying to coax nods from reluctant bidders.

Lot number 263 – the unnamed, unraced two-year-old  chestnut colt by Zilzal – was led through the gleaming double doors into the ring. Feeling weak and breathless, Mike lowered his head and bit hard into the skin around his right forefinger while the auctioneer delivered a seamless eulogy on the breeding, connections and potential of the animal in front of him.

The colt, confused by its journey in a metal box from Luton Airport, hours spent rattling in a transporter and the lights and bustle of the sales, spooked at everything that moved in the crowded circle of seats around him.

He sweated up and broke into an awkward trot, tugging his head away from the gnarled old sales groom who was leading him round.

Mike peered through his fingers and felt his stomach knot up. The colt could look great when it was relaxed and happy; now it looked mean-minded, out of condition and tricky to train. A good buyer might have seen through the horse’s nervousness, but once doubt had been cast, only bargain hunters with thick skins and thin wallets would risk looking foolish.

The man on the rostrum paused and swept the ring of faces with his eyes to gauge the mood of the audience.

‘All right, ladies and gentlemen, the Zilzal colt with a full brother who looked very impressive first time out in England last year. Where do we start him? Fifty thousand dollars? Who’ll bid me fifty thousand dollars?’

The request, so reasonably and confidently made in his soft, southern drawl, was met by rows of blank, unmoving, uninterested faces. Mike lifted his head and gazed around the room and the fist which seemed to be squeezing his guts  tightened, and took possession of his lungs as well.

‘Come on, gentlemen. We all know we’ll be way past this in just a few moments. Let’s not waste time. I’ll take forty thousand to get us started.’

Mike glanced at the auctioneer and detected on his face an almost invisible spasm of annoyance that he should have been expected to get good money for the gangling, skinny chestnut, twitching round the ring below him.

But the man tried. Mike half heard him through the buzzing in his head and the mist that was gathering in front of his eyes.

The auctioneer used all his powers of persuasion to cajole his audience into an opening bid of ten thousand dollars. Sourly, he accepted a bid for five and, with increasing animosity towards the colt in the ring rather than the reluctant bidders, squeezed the price up in increments of a few hundred dollars. By the time the bidding had reached ten thousand, he knew he wouldn’t get further without a struggle and the risk of slowing the momentum of the whole sale. Decisively, he looked around, glanced at his spotters, and knocked Mike’s colt down for ten thousand dollars.

‘Hell!’ the man beside Mike muttered to his other neighbour. ‘I wouldn’t have given ten thousand dollars for a scrawny little thing like that. He ain’t worth a thousand.’

Mike felt himself redden, and turned his head away. After the auctioneers’ commission, he would get eight and a half; the colt would have made him a loss of £20,000.

A wave of nausea washed through him, triggered by a deep sense of fear. It was twenty-five years since he’d last  experienced anything like it, but the memory came back so clearly, it felt as though it had happened yesterday. He had been ten years old and had just let the family’s only tractor roll into the winter-swollen River Wye in Mid-Wales. He’d watched the roaring white water close over it while he trembled at the certain prospect of the vicious thrashing his father would give him. He’d walked home, half a mile, with every muscle quivering, feeling like a disembodied spirit.

Now, absorbing the implications of the huge loss he’d just made and the knock-on consequences for what seemed to be a bottomless pit of debt into which he had sunk, he felt the same overwhelming fear and for a moment wished himself dead.

As with the tractor, there was nobody else to blame. All the decisions had been his, and the consequences of his own lack of judgement stared him in the face.

He left his seat and blundered through the crowds by the door, out into the crisp Kentucky evening air, gasping deep draughts of it to calm his nervous shaking and quell the regrets threatening to choke him.

The wrong sale, he told himself bitterly; the wrong place; the wrong bloody horse. And he’d lavished all that money on it!

He wished he’d shot it.

Two days before Mike’s Zilzal colt walked into the ring at Keeneland, Jed Havard arrived in the States.

He shuffled along with the queue for US immigration at JFK, grateful for the small relief this brought to his damaged joints. He’d mangled an ankle at Uttoxeter and  smashed a hip at Wincanton in his final year as a professional jockey. Both injuries, though dealt with as competently as medical science allowed, were with him for good. They bothered him most when locked in the same position for endless hours in an airline seat.

In his hand Jed clutched a black UK passport which certified that he was Jeremy Hopton Havard, born Kington, Herefordshire, on 21 June 1960.

The photograph, taken hastily in a slot-machine booth six years before, showed an even-featured and open, smiling face, with wide, dark brown eyes and untidy brown hair.

The queue moved forward a few paces; Jed kicked his soft sports bag along the floor in front of him. He was tall to have been a jockey, nearly five ten, and had put on very few extra pounds since he’d handed his licence back to Portman Square at the end of the previous season. Since then, doing two jobs as well as worrying about his wife Sammy’s health hadn’t given him much of an opportunity to fatten up.

He looked at the line of people in front of him. Most of them had been on his flight from Heathrow. He guessed he had at least another ten minutes before he reached the bored, overweight immigration official. He bent down, unzipped his bag, pulled out a fat sale catalogue and leafed through its pages, pausing at the ones he had already dog-eared and scribbled on.

It was his first visit to the Keeneland Bloodstock Sales in Lexington, Kentucky. This early sale was a more workaday event than the glamorous July Yearling Sale, but it was here that a good potential brood mare might be found among  the fillies and mares still in training. If Jed had been buying just on his own account, Keeneland wouldn’t have entered into his calculations, but a small consortium of racehorse-owning businessmen had promised to look seriously at anything he brought back, and he’d been encouraged to cast his net wide.

Once he had been formally admitted to the United States, Jed made his way to the domestic terminal and a shorter flight, via Allegheny Airlines, to Blue Grass Field, Lexington, Kentucky.

There was a distinctly racing flavour to the passengers on this flight; half of them had a racing paper or breeding glossy on their laps. Jed nodded at the few people he knew, and wondered how much competition there would be from the breeders and bloodstock agents he recognised.

‘Excuse me – I hope you don’t mind my asking, but aren’t you Jed Havard?’

Jed had nodded ‘hello’ to the woman in the window seat beside him; he had noted, in a purely reflex way, that she was young and pretty, and for no particular reason had assumed she was American. If her accent hadn’t corrected that assumption, her apologetic English manner would have done so.

‘I don’t mind your asking, and yes, I’m Jed Havard.’

The girl’s eyes shone. ‘I knew you were! I won my first bet on you at Worcester when I was still at school.’

‘Can’t have been long ago.’ It was meant as a compliment but not taken as one.

She looked hurt. ‘It was six years ago, actually,’ she said.  ‘I’ve done three years at Durham since then, and another three in PR.’ As if this made her a woman of the world.

Jed smiled to make up for the offence caused. ‘So what’s taking you to Kentucky?’

‘I’m covering the Keeneland sales for BBM,’ she said, sounding pleased with herself.

Jed was impressed, then sceptical. Bloodstock Breeder’s Monthly wouldn’t send a rookie, even to a comparatively unimportant sale like this. ‘What? On your own?’

He got the wounded expression again. ‘Yes. Why not? I’ve been breeding horses since I was eight. We put my old 11.2 out one summer on Birtsmorton Common, on the Malverns; she got covered by mistake by one of the stallions and came back in foal.’

‘Very well planned.’ Jed grinned ironically.

‘She dropped a lovely filly foal who turned into a Section B champion and foaled three more winners herself after that.’

‘But you don’t breed Welsh ponies for quite the same characteristics as thoroughbreds.’

This time the look she gave him was withering. ‘My illusions about you are fast being shattered. Just because I’m a) young, and b) female does not mean I know nothing about horses. If it helps, I can tell you that my father bred Bazooka and Ariadne.’

Two Classic winners. That meant her father was Geoffrey Thynne, who had also bred Jed’s best brood mare, Utopian Dream.

Embarrassed by the new edge this knowledge gave to their conversation, Jed looked at her more closely. ‘Oh,’ he  said remorsefully. ‘We’ve met before then. You’re Lucy, aren’t you? I don’t want to upset you again, but you’ve changed quite a bit since I last saw you.’

‘I was only twelve.’ Her eyes sparkled flirtatiously.

‘Yes.’ And if anyone had suggested to Jed at the time that that chubby, snub-nosed little girl with freckles and ginger hair scraped back under an Alice band was going to grow up into what he now appreciated to be this lovely, leggy, green-eyed creature, he’d happily have offered them very long odds.

But, as he always did on the few occasions when an attractive woman was letting him know she was available, Jed tried subtly to make it plain that he wasn’t interested.

He loved his wife deeply and, even though they hadn’t made love since she’d become ill nearly a year before, he was sure he would never be unfaithful to her. He had pleaded with Sammy for months now to see her doctor, but she hadn’t wanted to confront the problem, terrified of what she might be told, or – Jed reluctantly admitted to himself – of being told that it was all in her imagination.

Recently, though, the pain had appeared so acute, he’d persuaded her to go for tests at their local hospital, so they would soon know, one way or the other, what they were dealing with.

In the meantime, with Lucy Thynne beside him, in a plane on the other side of the Atlantic, Jed knew he would have to be resolute. But that was no reason not to be friendly.

‘Didn’t you ride in a few races yourself?’ he asked, handily remembering that he’d read about her winning a  couple of high-profile amateur races.

‘Yes,’ she said with a pleased, self-conscious grin. ‘I was very lucky.’

‘I distinctly remember whenever I told anyone I’d been lucky to win, I almost always thought just the opposite! I’m very glad I never had to ride against you, though I suppose we’re rivals now. I’ve been asked to cover the sales, too – for the Racing Record.’

‘I’d seen you were doing a bit of writing now. You’re better at it than most jockeys,’ she conceded, ‘though that’s not saying much.’

‘Well, thanks. Now, as I’m stuck with you for the next hour or so, maybe you can tell me what you think of some of these mares and fillies for sale?’

It was the right suggestion and when they landed in Lexington, Jed was genuinely grateful for her views.

‘Thanks a lot,’ he said as he left her to wait for her luggage. ‘See you round the sales.’ To himself, he vowed he wouldn’t make any move to encourage Lucy. He’d enjoyed her company, but hoped he wouldn’t run into her again.

Out in the arrivals hall of the small terminal, he caught sight of a few more faces he knew. It wasn’t such a coincidence, given the large number of Europeans who travelled over for the sales. Although the high rollers came in their own jets, almost everyone passed through this building.

But one face did surprise Jed. He hadn’t expected to see Mike Powell.

Mike was one of Jed’s oldest friends in racing and until a few weeks before, when they’d finally divorced, had been  married to Sammy’s sister, Tessa Langton. Jed had last seen him at Kempton on Boxing Day, when Mike had finished second in the King George VI Chase. They’d talked for a few minutes about the Kentucky sales. Mike had said then he had no intention of flying over for a comparatively unimportant sale, and, at that stage, Jed wasn’t planning to go, either; he’d only decided to at the last minute, two days before.

Typical Mike, Jed thought, always unpredictable. For one thing, at the height of the season, a jump-jockey who wanted to go out with a bang in his final year, as Mike had publicly announced he intended to, should have been back in England, clocking up the winners. But Jed wasn’t as up-to-date as he should have been, and it was possible – likely, even – that Mike had a suspension to get through. If that was the case, perhaps it wasn’t so surprising to see him here. Jed knew Mike had been pinhooking foals in recent years to supplement his dwindling income and reduce his dependence on his much richer wife; and Keeneland, out of sight of prying English eyes, was a good place to do it.

Mike was fifty yards from Jed across the crowded concourse. He jostled his way through until he guessed he was within hailing distance, then dropped his bag and waved his arm. ‘Hi, Mike,’ he called.

Mike didn’t react at once. He glanced around a few seconds later, saw Jed, but let his eyes pass right on by. The next moment he had turned back to be greeted by a woman Jed had never seen before. Together, Mike and she pushed his trolley out through the sliding doors towards a waiting Jeep.

Jed watched thoughtfully. While he’d managed to stand aside from most of the unpleasant aspects of Mike’s divorce from Tessa, he’d inevitably been sucked in and – thanks to Sammy’s influence – usually on Tessa’s side. Mike hadn’t shown any great animosity over this. He seemed to accept it as inevitable and hadn’t let it muddy the waters between them. At the same time, he obviously wasn’t quite ready to introduce Jed to his new girlfriend; Jed assumed that was who had come to meet Mike, though she was nothing like any of the other women his friend had ever fancied. She was well enough dressed and groomed, but plainer and, at first glance, more dour-looking than Mike’s usual type. Whoever she was, though, it looked as if he was making an effort for her. His hair was neatly cut and was shorter than Jed had seen it for years, and he was wearing a new, light tweed sports-coat which Jed didn’t recognise. When Mike had been married to Tessa, she’d always complained that she could never get him to wear anything other than his old American buckskin jacket.

Jed felt mildly amused by the change in Mike’s appearance. He waited while his old friend was driven away from the terminal building before picking up his bag and going to get a taxi for himself.

Over the next three days, Jed planned to spend half his time at the sales and the rest of it visiting some of the great stud farms in the Blue Grass country of Kentucky.

Reluctant though the English and the Irish were to admit it, the sheer buying power of the American breeders over the last half century had brought many significant stallions  across the Atlantic, enhancing the quality of their stock to the point where it had eclipsed the Europeans’ and was now the fount of the most prominent thoroughbred bloodlines.

This was visible in the calibre of the surrounding buildings and landscape, as well as the mares and young-stock gambolling in the paddocks. Jed couldn’t help admiring the lush rolling pastures, and envying the grand, colonial mansions that stood among them.

He saw a lot of people he knew, in and around the sales, and made several helpful new contacts as he drifted among the local breeders, gathering material for the pieces he was hoping to write.

Unlike Lucy Thynne, who had booked into the Hyatt, he was staying outside Lexington on one of the minor studs which made his own in England look like a small-holding.

Jim Halliday, a Kentucky native tamed by three years in Lambourn, was the same age as Jed and an old friend. He had married an English girl who ran the house, which Jim had recently inherited, like a Sussex manor. This helped soften the culture shock for British visitors to Keeneland, and Jed was glad to be based there.

As it happened, he also had an interest in one of the inmates of the stud.

Two and a half years before, Mike and he had bought a mare in foal to Northern Baby, a stallion Mike had always liked. They had bought the mare surprisingly cheaply from a small breeder in Idaho and left her to board in the States, although neither of them could realistically afford to keep her or the colt she produced. But nor had they been prepared to face the loss which was all they’d been offered  so far, on top of the ten thousand or so dollars they’d run up in boarding charges.

If anything was going to kill off the twenty-year friendship between Jed and Mike, it would be this colt. At this stage in his career as a breeder, Jed could ill afford losses on this scale. He’d already borrowed as much as he could on the security of the house he and Sammy lived in, which she had bought with money left to her by her father.

He’d hated having to ask her, and it was clear that she hadn’t wanted to risk losing the place. But she had agreed, seeing that it was the only way he was ever going to get started in what was a highly capital intensive business. Since then, a week hadn’t passed without Jed’s having at least one fretful night, plagued by money worries. He was only too well aware he was in a risky business, ruled by a fickle market. There were few breeders who hadn’t been through the same financial nightmares at some stage or another, but Sammy’s obvious anxiety made it even harder for him to keep an optimistic outlook.

The foal at the Hallidays’ had also posed Jed and Mike another dilemma that was hard to call. It had turned out to be an over-leggy animal which looked very unpromising as a yearling but could well have grown into a useful two year old.

The previous autumn, they’d managed to sell the mare and recoup half their loss, but their yearling had been coughing badly and had missed his slot in the sale. Mike had insisted that they leave it in the States where they would get the best price. Now it had turned two and, when Jed went to see it soon after he’d arrived at the Hallidays’, it  was clear that it hadn’t improved. He was already mentally preparing himself to give the animal away.

The hard part was going to be breaking the news to Mike. Contact between them had inevitably been strained since the divorce; Jed knew that asking his partner to take a couple of thousand dollars for something that had so far cost him twenty-five thousand wasn’t going to help.

He set off for the sales next morning feeling gloomy but ready to throw himself into the job of studying the sale. It was the second day, and towards the end of the afternoon, a few early two year olds were due to be put through the ring. Jed had no particular interest in any of them. He relaxed, leaned back and stretched, letting his gaze sweep the room. He was always fascinated by the crowds at the bloodstock sales – so many different types, so many different aspirations and angles. These were occasions where through some unplanned, unforeseen juxtaposition of lots in the catalogue, the poorest, most struggling bloodstock agent could find himself rubbing shoulders with some of the world’s richest men.

He looked at the catalogue and decided that there was nothing here for him. It was time to go. He was making his way from his seat to the gangway when he found himself squeezing in front of Lucy Thynne.

‘Hi, Jed,’ she said, smiling up at him and patting an empty seat beside her. He wasn’t in any hurry and it would have looked rude not to stop for a moment so he sat down beside her.

‘How’s it going?’

‘Brilliant!’ She beamed. ‘It’s all so glamorous, and the  quality of the horses is just fantastic. I had dinner last night in a beautiful house on one of the studs, and everybody was so friendly.’

Jed looked at her shining eyes. He wasn’t surprised people had been attentive. ‘So why are you still here now?’

‘I just wanted to watch a few of these yearlings go through.’

‘Two year olds now.’

‘Yes, of course. Look at the one that’s just been sold. Isn’t he pretty?’

Jed, who hadn’t been looking at the sale ring, glanced at the prancing chestnut colt being led out and shook his head. ‘Not really a trainer’s colt,’ he said, glancing at the catalogue. ‘By Zilzal. Didn’t make much of a price. I wonder who sent him?’ He looked at the page again and saw that the horse had been consigned by Hugh G. Bullough of Bullough Hill Farm, a small stud which specialised in entering and preparing horses for third parties. ‘I don’t know, but he’ll have lost them money.’

Suddenly, among the crowd thronging the gate, Jed caught a glimpse of Mike’s distinctive buckskin jacket, with its long crimson leather tassels. He had a momentary view of Mike’s face, too, in clear profile, before he lost sight of him as a small crowd gathered to get a last look at the animal in the ring. Jed scanned the crowd which seethed around the exit for a few more minutes, but without another sighting.

He sat where he was with Lucy for a while to watch a few more lots being sold.

‘How much longer are you thinking of staying?’ Jed asked.

‘Why?’ Lucy glanced at him and raised her eyebrows. ‘Are you offering alternative amusements?’

Jed felt a sudden racing of his pulse and a pang of guilt. ‘We could have a drink at the bar?’ he offered lamely.

That was enough to get Lucy from her seat; half an hour and two vodka martinis later, they were thinking about where they might go for dinner.

Nothing they said to each other over the canned Country music in a rowdy steak bar specifically suggested a physical attraction between them, but they seemed to have a lot of mutual interests and opinions to exchange.

It was afterwards in a taxi, with Lucy sitting close beside him, that Jed was troubled by a sudden mental picture of his beautiful, fragile wife.

As soon as Lucy had suggested that he might as well come to her hotel for a last drink, a vision of Sammy had intruded. He’d realised, to his horror, just how much he wanted to go to bed with the warm, bubbly young woman beside him. If only thoughts of his wife had not left him feeling guilty and miserable.

Sammy would never know, he told himself, and if she didn’t know, how could she be hurt? He let his mind wander for a moment, and Lucy saw, and smiled at him.

But even if Sammy never knew, Jed told himself after a few moments’ pleasurable speculation, he always would, and as he watched her stoically bearing the discomfort which seemed permanently to afflict her, he would hate himself for knowing what she didn’t.

He glanced at Lucy. ‘One for the road, then I’m off.’

Her smile faltered momentarily, but she had youth and  time on her side. She shrugged her shoulders.

‘I’d love to come out and see your stud in Gloucestershire some time,’ she said later, as he climbed into the taxi which was going to take him back to Jim Halliday’s stud.

‘Great! Any time. I know Sammy’d love to meet you.’ Jed smiled, wishing he’d meant that.




Chapter Two




February – Sandown Park, England 

A big, bay gelding twitched his long ears back and forth as he jogged a stylish half-pass down the laurel walk to the course.

Leading him was Josie Whittle, a heavy, irritable girl who jerked the leading rein, jabbing the horse on the bar of his mouth. ‘Stop muckin’ about, Ferret,’ she grumbled in a testy, rural accent, loud enough to impress the scattered punters.

The six-year-old gelding had been bought as a yearling by a West Country antiques dealer. Despite the advice of most of his friends, Dan Ferguson had named the animal Dan’s Ferret. He’d kept the horse at home for a couple of years before he’d sent it to a trainer and watched it win impressively over hurdles for two seasons. Now it was going out as the favourite of ten runners in a two-and-a-half-mile novice chase.

Mike Powell sat lightly into the horse’s bouncing walk. He’d known many more glorious mounts than this. He’d  been riding professionally over fences for nearly two decades but it was four years now since his best season. His strike rate, and the number of rides he’d been offered, had dwindled sharply in the last two, in inverse proportion to his mounting financial need.

When Mike had first come into racing at the age of sixteen – cunning, instinctive, darkly handsome – people had called him Mickey. Somehow, this light-hearted version of his name no longer fitted the race-roughened, hard-drinking cynic he’d become. Only a few of his oldest and most loyal friends still called him Mickey; like Ev Thomas, Dan Ferguson, or Jimmy Fitzosborn, who trained Dan’s Ferret.

But even Jimmy had had a momentary lapse of faith when Mike had arrived in the parade ring that afternoon in Ferguson’s colours. ‘Jesus, Mickey, you look rough!’

‘You probably did too occasionally, when you were my age,’ said Mike in his musical Welsh accent, just a hint of sourness evident under his easy grin.

Jogging sideways down to the course on Dan’s Ferret, he felt suddenly queasy and was glad Jimmy couldn’t see him now.

The stout girl at the other end of the lead-rein didn’t turn, and so didn’t register that his face was a startling shade of eau-de-Nil, in dire contrast to Dan Ferguson’s emerald green silks.

Mike looked up at the low, steel-grey clouds, and winced. A few beads of sweat broke out below the rim of his helmet and dribbled down to sting his eyes. He cursed his own weakness for letting things go on so long the night before.  Three card brag till four in the morning, God knows how many bottles of Black Bush, and it wasn’t as if he could afford the losses.

He didn’t want to ride this horse, either.

Why was he doing it? Why couldn’t he accept, as he got older, that it hurt a little more each time he hit the deck? And he was acutely conscious these days that jump jockeys who hadn’t retired by the time they were his age were only there for the money. Though he’d won nearly all of the big races in the calendar at least once in his twenty-year career, he’d never risen higher than third in the championship.

Miserably, he wondered who he’d thought he was kidding when he’d declared that he’d go out at the end of the season with a bang and a hundred winners. Lately, his weight had been edging up towards its natural level, though for most of his career he’d ridden at a comfortable ten stone. Today, he’d struggled to do ten stone nine.

Out on the track, Josie unclipped the lead-rein.

‘Good luck, Ferret.’ Her harsh voice floated down the course behind Mike as the horse set off at a sharp canter to the start.

Mike hooked the gelding back before he ran away with him and used up too much of his impressive energy. In spite of his earlier discomfort, Mike could still switch into auto-pilot when his jockeying skills were needed and winning the race became his sole objective.

It always amazed his supporters just how much Mike still liked winning. He wasn’t aware of it himself; just knew he hated losing. But it was this unquenchable desire to win,  and twenty years’ experience, which continued to persuade trainers to give him rides, and the public to back his mounts; Dan’s Ferret was an odds-on favourite for this race.

Pulling up to a trot in front of the first fence to give his horse a look, Mike was receiving all the signals that he was sitting on a winner.

Jimmy Fitzosborn was demanding of his horses. They tended either to break down or become hard as nails. The animal Mike was on felt like a greyhound on steroids, and he knew it was a natural jumper.

He also knew the course better than his own back garden.

At a well-controlled walk, he rode round behind the start where he grinned and winked at Barney Kane, a twenty-year-old Irishman, only two years in England, who was already heading the winners’ table that season.

‘Is this your race, then?’ Barney asked.

‘Who knows?’ Mike answered, in a tone that nevertheless implied that if anyone knew, he did. ‘Anything that beats him will know it’s had a race.’ He laughed and nodded towards the starter, who was just beginning to call them up.

The horse didn’t deserve such a ridiculous name, Mike thought, as Dan’s Ferret cruised past the stands for the first time and he heard the commentator call it out.

As they turned away, down the hill, the pace began to quicken. He squeezed hard with his legs, asking his mount to lengthen his stride to hold his position. They skipped over the next fence before swinging right-handed into the  back straight, where the railway line from Waterloo to the South-West ran parallel to the course. From the corner of his eye, Mike noticed a train rattling in to London. But he didn’t allow himself to become distracted as he held Dan’s Ferret on a long, easy rein, letting him jump freely out of his stride. With a lot of concentration, and years of experience, Mike rode the horse to meet all three railway fences on a perfect stride. The distance between the fences meant that horses only ever met two on the correct stride unless their jockeys had worked hard to change it.

Turning for home, Mike judged it was time to leave the running rail where he was still tucked in behind four leaders. He snatched a glance over his shoulder to check he was clear, but as he looked round, the horse in front of him stumbled. Dan’s Ferret couldn’t get out of the way in time and careered right into the back of it, clipping its heels. There was a loud clatter as hooves and aluminium plates crashed together. Both horses completely lost their balance and struggled to stay on their feet. Mike was almost jerked over the Ferret’s head, thrown forward as if he’d crashed in a car without a safety belt. He’d lost his whip and let go of his reins. The white plastic running rail was level with his chin and for a split second, his hips were higher than his shoulders. By sheer good luck, his feet stayed in the irons and as the horse regained its balance, its head came up and threw Mike back into the saddle.

He knew it was his own fault. There’d been no need to follow so closely, he told himself, cursing as he gathered up his reins. To his pleasant surprise, though, he found that they’d barely lost any ground, but the stumble had allowed  the horse behind to move up on his outside and block his way out. Mike cursed again and guessed that Dan Ferguson would be screaming obscenities at him from the stands by now, but until they reached the point where the rails ended, there was nothing he could do but sit and suffer.

He watched helplessly as the leader began to pull away from the pack. It was only when there was no chance of catching him that Mike was finally able to get out and push for home.

Their valiant run from twelve lengths back into a photo for second place, a length behind the winner, did not impress Jimmy Fitzosborn.

‘For fuck’s sake, Mickey. What the hell were you doing?’

Mike shook his head ruefully as he unbuckled his saddle.

The trainer didn’t wait for an explanation. ‘Letting yourself get boxed in like that – at your age!’ He threw a sweat sheet over the lightly panting horse. ‘That’s it – that’s the last time I ask you to ride any horse for me, and if you see Dan, I’d keep out of his way. He’s just done his head.’

Mike reflected that he’d done Jimmy Fitzosborn enough favours in the past not to have to take this. But he sighed, said nothing and hitched the saddle on to his hip to weigh in for his second place, which had just been confirmed over the loudspeakers.

He walked towards the weighing-room, past a handful of journalists waiting to interview the winner.

‘Michael? Mike Powell?’

Mike didn’t recognise the man’s voice, but the American accent detectable in those few words and the insistent tone made him look up. He didn’t recognise the speaker, either,  though there was something familiar about him. He had unruly dark hair, parted down the centre, glasses with old-fashioned thick black frames, like Buddy Holly’s, and he was wearing a big tweed coat and brown brogues.

Mike stopped, instinctively standing back so that nothing could happen to interfere with his weighing in. ‘Hello?’

‘You don’t know me,’ the man said in a pleasantly resonant voice, ‘but I wanted to talk to you – a personal matter. Here’s my address. Give me a call if you’ve got time.’ He stretched out his hand holding a card which, after a moment’s hesitation, Mike took.

Two racing fans standing beside the American gaped at this naked transatlantic gall and watched him melt away into the crowd by the entrance to the stands.

Mike carried on until he had reached the clerk of the scales where he waited for the winning jockey to be weighed in. He glanced at the card. ‘The Berkeley Hotel’ and its address were printed on it, and below, handwritten in neat copper-plate, ‘George Sargent Parker’.

George Sargent Parker?

Mike shrugged his shoulders as he stuffed the card into his breeches.

‘Would you mind putting that on my desk, Powell?’

Mike gave the racecourse official a glance of withering contempt. Stifling the response bubbling to the surface, he extricated the card and laid it on the clerk’s table.

Mike refused all offers of drinks after the last race. He climbed into his dependable old Mercedes in the car-park and looked once more at the card the stranger had passed  to him over the rails of the winners’ enclosure.

There’d been nothing threatening about the man, and Mike even felt he looked vaguely familiar. Perhaps he’d seen him on the fringes of his Kentucky dealings. He’d met so many people out there in the last two years, and couldn’t remember them all.

He drove moodily from the jockeys’ car-park, his quick temper fired by frustration and a lurking suspicion that any American wanting to talk to him could either mean good news or very, very bad.

Until his disaster with the Zilzal colt, Mike had regularly sold poor quality horses in the States – a long way from home. It was famously difficult to judge yearlings, and most people were heavily influenced by the ‘black print’ in the horse’s breeding – black print indicating relations and forebears which had won big races.

People didn’t usually blame the vendor when a horse turned out to be a dud. But over the last six months, Mike had sold several young horses with crooked feet skilfully disguised by his blacksmith, and had been half-expecting some comebacks for some time. As yet there’d been none; maybe the man in the heavy glasses was the first.

Passing a large, anonymous red-brick pub, set back to the side of the old Portsmouth road, Mike had to fight hard to stop himself from driving into the car-park. He wanted a drink, but knew that what had happened today – the absurd naivety of his riding – was due to the first drink he’d decided to have after racing the day before.

What really stung was the way Jimmy Fitzosborn had  blatantly hinted that Mike had got boxed in deliberately. Guilt had tightened every muscle in his body at the trainer’s taunt.

Mike had always prided himself on his principled approach to race-riding – until two weeks before, soon after he’d got back from the States, when he’d been surprised to be approached by a well-known racecourse hustler with an offer of five thousand pounds to stop a strong favourite in a big handicap hurdle. In the aftermath of the loss he’d just suffered at the Keeneland sales, Mike had decided to go through with it.

During the course of his career, he’d been paid to stop probably only a dozen horses without ever having to do less than his best. If people wanted to pay him to get beaten on horses that couldn’t win, that was fine by him. Sure, he’d given horses easy rides when they’d been recovering from injury or were too immature to push, but he had never discouraged a horse in prime condition with a good chance of winning.

This time had been different. He’d deliberately stopped a horse from winning a race it should have won. All he’d had to do was go through the motions of pushing the horse without making any real effort.
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Would you risk it all to get the truth?

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






