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Praise for John Francome’s previous novels:

‘The story races along . . . descriptions of the races . . . are realistic enough to excite a confirmed non-racegoer’

Scotsman




‘The natural successor to Dick Francis’

Irish Times




‘His racing thrillers have as much pace as the horses he writes about’

Belfast Telegraph




‘Mr Francome is a natural storyteller’

New York Times




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

Horse and Hound




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

Racing Post




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

Country Life




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

Peterborough Evening Telegraph




Chapter One

Fontwell, England: late October




‘Do you think he’s really who he says he is?’

The disbelief in Joe Peters’s voice was mixed with more than a little envy. His pride wouldn’t let him believe that David Tredington, supposedly so inexperienced, could be such a good jockey. Since he had arrived from Ireland less than two months before, David Tredington’s name was one that had crept into racing conversations with increasing regularity as his tally of winners had mounted. As far as many of the professionals like Joe Peters were concerned, he looked too tidy, was too sure of himself, and knew too many moves for the amateur he claimed to be. As if that weren’t enough to stir the bubbling cauldron of jealousy which was the jockeys’ changing-room, David Tredington was also disarmingly good-looking and potentially very rich.

Joe shot a glance at the young man who sat beside him watching the race. ‘Come on, Jason, you should know. What do you think?’

Jason Dolton pondered the question as if giving it thought for the first time – which Joe knew couldn’t be the case.

Keeping his eyes fixed on the small closed-circuit TV screen in the corner of Fontwell Park weighing-room, Jason watched as the six runners in the Handicap Chase splashed over the water jump.

David Tredington had only one horse behind him. He’d been pushing hard for a circuit and a half of the tiny Sussex course, and although victory seemed, at best, unlikely, it was obvious to anyone watching that defeat was never going to be accepted until certain.

‘I don’t know, Joey.’ Jason Dolton spoke slowly. His expression betrayed none of his feelings. ‘But whoever he is, he can certainly ride.’




As the remaining half-dozen runners turned for home through the lashing rain, David Tredington felt he must be blowing harder than his horse. The ache in his legs from pushing it, together with his annoyance at its lack of effort, produced a sudden but not uncommon desire to pick up his whip and deal the lazy grey a couple of telling cracks across its generous quarters; but instinct, the rarest and most important quality in a racing brain, told him to wait. If Groats, his recalcitrant mount, was going to be beaten into any effort at all, it would only be for a short distance. Better to ask for it after the last fence than before the final open ditch which they were approaching.

David could barely see through goggles smeared with mud kicked up by the horses in front. He was contemplating whether or not he should quickly pull the back of his mittened hand across them and face the risk of making visibility even worse, when a lump of wet Sussex earth made the decision for him.

Smoothly, he slipped his whip into his left hand as it rocked with the motion of Groats’s big head, and wiped away enough of the mud to restore his vision. His hand was barely back on the rein when, through the sound of sloshing hoofs and jockeys’ urgings, came the familiar clatter of horn against wood as the horse directly in front galloped into the guard-rail. The animal hadn’t got its back end high enough to fall but, as it crashed through the birch, it was turned sideways by the impact.

For an instant David felt sure he would slam straight into it but, even as the thought was being transmitted to his hands, Groats bobbed his head and moved his feet nimbly to the right, aiming for a narrow gap between the wing of the fence and the awkwardly angled head of the horse in front. David jerked both knees up into the relative safety of the slope of Groats’s shoulders a split second before they barged into the other horse’s head, shoving it back on course. Its jockey was still recovering from the first collision when the second almost fired him into David’s lap. He made a desperate attempt to save himself from falling beneath the trampling feet of both horses, but David pushed him sharply away as he grabbed hopelessly at his slippery breeches. David hated doing it, but there was never a real choice in that situation; your own welfare always came first.

The excitement caused by the collision had somehow affected Groats with a rush of adrenaline. He showed a sudden willingness to take an interest in what was going on. By the time he had jumped one more fence and was approaching the last, he’d recovered the earlier lost ground and was less than two lengths from the leader.

With his horse running at last, David didn’t risk the chance of Groats losing his enthusiasm. The prospect of a long uphill slog to the winning post had sullened braver horses than this one. He drew his whip and slapped his horse hard down the flanks to drive him at the final obstacle. For the first time, David sensed that the plodding grey was on his side.

Groats launched himself over and beyond the fence. He landed running, head down and ears laid flat against his neck. David was still pushing hard, squeezing with his legs, urging Groats through the sticky mud. As they rounded the left-hand curve to the post, the horse seemed to sense that it could win. He made one more effort. Twenty yards from the post, he strained his head into the lead, and stayed there, until victory was theirs.

Groats had eased his big frame back to a walk within ten strides of passing the line. His muddied head hung low from this rare exertion. David patted him gratefully on the neck while his own breath came in hard gasps. As they turned back towards the winners’ enclosure, David pulled his goggles from his face. He stared down the course and felt some relief as he spotted the colours of the fallen jockey, now walking towards a Land Rover. He had done what any other jockey would have; he knew that. He also knew, because of his success, it would be resented.




David wished his father had been there to see them win. Sir Mark Tredington had bred Groats at his own Great Barford stud, and nothing gave him more pleasure than seeing home-bred horses win, especially now, with his son on board.

To David, Sir Mark’s enjoyment from winning was as important as his own. To provide it was a way of repaying the kindness and affection with which his father had welcomed him back to the fold. He had arrived at Barford Manor eight weeks before, like the Prodigal Son returning, unannounced and totally unexpected, after having been away for more than fifteen years.

As Sir Mark hadn’t come to the races that day, Sam Hunter, one of his two trainers, came out on to the course to lead Groats to the winner’s slot in front of the weighing-room. David’s slightly rotund, older cousin George was waiting there, grinning beneath his soggy brown trilby, and waving a bookies’ ticket.

‘Bloody well done!’ he bellowed, slapping David on the back as he dismounted.

Pulling off the saddle, David smiled, still grateful for his cousin’s genial reaction to his arrival in England and subsequent success on the race-course. He doubted that he would have reacted in such a gentlemanly way if the roles had been reversed. But then, he wasn’t a gentleman, yet.

After he had weighed in and changed, David walked outside and stood under the veranda. The winter dusk was descending fast. The rain had eased to a drizzle that played a diminishing pattern against the light from the building opposite.

George appeared by his side and took him by the elbow. ‘Come on, cousin. Time for a drink.’

The pair ran across the saturated lawn under the cover of George’s umbrella to the timber-framed members’ bar. George pushed his way through a damp,  huddled mêlée of racegoers and effusively ordered a bottle of champagne.

David guessed that George had good reason to be grateful on this occasion. It had been Groats’s first run for some time and, although everyone at Sam Hunter’s yard and Great Barford knew he ran better when fresh, nobody had told the bookies, and he’d started at the generous odds of twelve-to-one.

On the other hand, since David had arrived at Great Barford, George had seen wiped out at a stroke his chances of inheriting most of the Great Barford estate – the baronetcy, the beautiful Queen Anne house, the four thousand acres that surrounded it, the historic stud, and who-knew-what investments in property, industry and international trade – an inheritance worth, it was rumoured, at least ten million.

You’d have to be a saint, David had thought, not to feel a little peeved at having all that snatched from under your nose.

And yet George had welcomed him with as much warmth as Sir Mark. The reception given to David by one of his sisters had been altogether cooler.

‘David, that was a brilliant piece of riding!’ George was saying. His big red face beamed with admiration. ‘I thought you’d had it when that horse almost fell across you at the last ditch, but then you got the old sod going again. Where do you get your energy from?’

David shrugged modestly. ‘Well, you’d get fit if you’d ridden some of the nags I have in the little races round Mayo,’ he said with the West of Ireland lilt he’d brought with him to Barford Manor.

A few more people – some complete strangers, some  who had befriended him since he had started winning races in England – came over to congratulate him on his modest victory. He accepted their praise with diffident charm, a smile and a nod.

George stood by, sharing his cousin’s glory. ‘Do you need a lift home?’ he asked when they had been left alone for a moment.

‘It’s OK. I’ve got the Range Rover.’

George nodded absently. ‘It’s a pity I had to come from London or we could all have come together. Are you going back home along the M27, then up through Salisbury?’

David nodded.

‘Let’s meet up for a half-way pint, then,’ George said. ‘There’s a decent pub in Mere.’

‘Sure. I’ll see you there, but I’ll be a while. I want a word with Sam before he leaves.’

George gestured his willing acceptance of this. ‘No problem.’




David found Sam Hunter checking his two runners before they started their long journey home.

Sam was driving the lorry himself, and wouldn’t reach his yard until an hour or so after David. For a while they discussed a mare David was going to look at there. As David left, Sam asked, ‘How are you getting back?’

‘In the Range Rover. I brought Mickey with me.’

‘Mickey?’ Sam asked. ‘Who’s he?’

‘He’s that lad who works in the stud; comes up with me sometimes when I ride work. He was that keen to come to the races, I asked Dad . . .’ he hesitated, ‘. . . if he  could come. He’s just seventeen, a slip of a man and racing mad. It won’t be long before he starts getting a few rides himself. He has a talent, that’s for sure. I’ll be sending him along to you when he’s ready. Anyway, I’d better have a look for him before he gets into bad company.’




Mickey was outside the jockeys’ changing-room, gazing with fascination at the familiar faces of the better-known riders as if they were film-stars. He turned to David with a mischievous grin across his boyish face. ‘You ought to pick on jockeys your own standard. Then let’s see how good you are.’

David laughed at his cheek and squeezed the young lad’s left earlobe between his thumb and forefinger. ‘I was just thinking what a nice easy ride he’d be for you to start your career on. He’d make you give up smoking soon enough.’ David gave the ear a sharp twist.

‘Well done!’ Mickey squealed in submission.

‘Come on. Let’s get going.’

David collected his gear from the weighing-room and they walked together to the jockeys’ car-park. They climbed into a brand-new metallic maroon Range Rover, and set off towards Chichester and the M27.




Sir Mark had asked David to stop off in Somerset to make a judgement on a well-bred mare that one of Sam Hunter’s owners wanted to sell. It wasn’t much of a detour on the long drive back to Devon, and David had only had the one ride; it was a small favour. Besides, he was pleased that his own judgement should be trusted.

Mickey subjected him, as he always did, to a barrage  of eager questions. ‘Tell me when you thought you were going to win. Why didn’t you hit him earlier?’ the boy urged.

David responded with equal enthusiasm. He liked Mickey – he was totally uncomplicated, judged people on what he saw, not what he heard from others. He had been brought up to make the most of life by parents who doted on him and yet as an only child he hadn’t been spoiled. He and David had spent hours chatting as they got on with the jobs around the yard.

‘If I have to get blisters to get rides, then that’s fine,’ Mickey had once said. ‘Of course, if I had a rich dad like yours, I’d have been champion jockey twice by now.’

The banter continued as they headed for the motorway; as they talked, David enjoyed the experience of driving the Range Rover, the smell of the leather upholstery, the four-speaker CD system, the phone and all the other gadgets which were new to him. In Mayo, his only motor had been a rusty Toyota pick-up which didn’t even have a radio.

He was feeling thoroughly contented, savouring his eighth win since he’d taken out his English jockey’s licence. Judging from what he’d seen of the other half-dozen horses his father had put at his disposal, there’d be plenty more to come before the season closed.

He thought, too, about the profound changes in his life that his decision to come to England had brought about.




When his son had turned up at Barford Manor in early September, Sir Mark Tredington, a life-long agnostic,  had almost been prepared to believe in a good and merciful God.

David had disappeared when he was twelve, shortly after Sir Mark’s wife, Henrietta, had died from a vicious fall whilst out hunting. The boy had been desperately fond of his mother, and the letter which had arrived, post-marked Bristol, had spelt out his deep unhappiness: he was finding it too hard to cope with his mother’s death and his father’s constant absences. It seemed he had simply decided to run away from home, for good.

Despite the intensive search that had been mounted, no trace of the boy had been found. Police had combed every inch of the estate, dragged every river-bed and lake, and searched every cave along the coast, but they had come back with not so much as a single sighting.

It had taken Sir Mark a long time to come to terms with the loss of his wife and his only son. Those few who knew him well agreed that he had never really accepted either; the dull ache of loneliness had never disappeared. It had just become more bearable as time passed.

For the past seven generations, the Tredington family had handed down their inheritance on a strict basis of primogeniture. That was what had kept the estate intact, and Sir Mark, though no rabid traditionalist, didn’t want to break with this particular custom. Without David, his next natural heir was George, the son of his younger brother, Peregrine – a soldier, and one of the most senior officers killed by the Argentinians in the South Atlantic War.

George was a few years older than David, a podgy, awkward sixteen-year-old when his cousin had run  away. Although his features bore a discernible likeness to David’s, he lacked his lissomeness and precocious self-confidence.

But as hopes of David’s return faded, George had grown increasingly aware of his new status, and he had taken the role seriously. He’d left his public school with results as good as his moderate ability allowed, and joined a merchant bank in the City where he had found his métier. He had an instinctive eye for a risk, and now, at the age of thirty-two, was well on the way to a directorship. The slightly disgruntled boy had become a secure and self-confident man, prospering and preparing for his eventual ownership of the Great Barford estate.

Sir Mark also had two daughters, Lucy and Victoria, who were fond of each other, but different in both character and looks.

Lucy, the elder by two years, was twenty-six, a committed artist with three years at the RCA behind her and two solo shows to her credit. She had had the good fortune to take after her mother; almost five feet ten tall, with a taut, well-kept body. Her dark curly hair, cut loosely around her oval face, fell to below her shoulders. Her brown eyes were perhaps a shade too close together, suggesting a sharpness of character, but overall she was a beauty. She still loved spending time at Barford, but now lived and worked in a small mews house in Chelsea.

Victoria loved horses and the country, which was as well. The glitz of London life could never have been a happy setting for her. Where Lucy’s looks were guaranteed to attract attention, Victoria’s plainness brought  only the occasional curious stare. She was four inches shorter than her sister, stoutly made, with biceps that bulged from heaving feed-buckets. She had a square jaw and straight brown hair cut short. She refused to wear make-up, or a dress or a skirt on any but the most special occasions, normally, it was jeans, jumper and jodhpur boots.

To her family’s thinly disguised disappointment, she had got married young, two years before, to a professional jockey a few years older than her. Jason Dolton was the son of an underpaid Somerset farm-worker. With no justification, he had grown up thinking that life owed him a living. He was a bad loser, and ungrateful on the rare occasions that success came his way. His short ginger hair, and a mouth that was little more than a red pencil line across his face, alerted observant strangers to the chippy character they were about to encounter. He was never going to ride more than a few dozen winners a season, and had a reputation for being easily persuaded to change his tactics for a race.

Everyone except Victoria assumed that he had married her for the four-hundred-acre farm which her father was rumoured to have settled on her. In fact, Sir Mark had always intimated that his daughters would receive a farm each; when George inherited he could incorporate Braycombe into the whole estate to make up for them. Now that David had come back, though, it looked as if this wouldn’t happen.

The sisters took this change of fortune in their stride; Jason Dolton was less accepting. He viewed David not only as an unwelcome and privileged rival on the race-course, but also as the cause of his being deprived of a  farm he’d long considered as a dowry. Ingenuously, Victoria couldn’t see why her husband resented David so vehemently, and tried to make up for it by being extra kind to her brother, which only increased Jason’s resentment.

Although, since his return, the sisters had warmed to his charm and uncanny skill on a horse, their brother’s return had not provided for them the life-line that it had for their father.

There remained between the girls and David a void, an emotional gap stretching back more than fifteen important years that could never be retrieved. Their brother, likable and charming as he was, had once betrayed them and lost their trust. He wouldn’t recover it lightly; certainly not from the more self-sufficient Lucy.




The rain was driving harder as the Range Rover swept smoothly towards the motorway.

David glanced at Mickey, asleep now in the passenger seat, and grinned through the windscreen and hard-working wipers as his headlamps pierced the gloomy night. He had a vision of the reception waiting for him back at Barford – exuberance from Sir Mark and Victoria; quiet approval from Lucy; and grudging, ungenerous congratulations from Susan Butley, Sir Mark’s secretary, who, while not exactly part of the family, was a resident influence in their lives.

Although she had started life from the other end of the social scale from the Tredingtons, Susan Butley possessed an aloofness and self-confidence normally associated with girls from privileged backgrounds. David had been  instantly attracted by the strength of her personality and good looks. Her father, Ivor, had been a respected head-groom at Barford, although he had left under a cloud soon after his wife and child walked out on him fourteen years before. But it wasn’t out of guilt or pity that the Tredingtons had absorbed Susan into their lives as a necessary counter-balance to their own mildness. Her intelligence and organisational skills were obvious, and she was fiercely committed to Barford. Perhaps that was why she had been the only person besides Jason Dolton who had been unwilling to accept David.

‘A bloody cuckoo – that’s what you are,’ she had said to him privately, soon after he had arrived. When he had asked her to explain, she’d turned her back on him and walked away. The hostility he had encountered in her during those first days at Barford hadn’t diminished in the weeks since. She made it plain that she didn’t trust him or his motives in turning up in the way he had.

It was a not uncommon irony that, of all the people who had come into David’s life recently, she interested him most; that for a very brief interlude, before she knew who he was, there was no doubt that she had not found him altogether unattractive.




The M27 motorway on the edge of Portsmouth was bathed in orange light. David relaxed a little as he pulled out into the fast lane to pass a pair of trucks lumbering abreast of each other.

The Range Rover swished under the first exit at a steady ninety, as if it were sucking up the road beneath. David held the wheel lightly, tapping his fingers to the  beat of the music. He leaned across to turn up the stereo against the noise of the wind. As his eyes came back to the road, he almost dismissed as imaginary the solid object which seemed to part company from the overhead bridge at the Fareham junction.

A survival reaction less than a microsecond from his brain had both hands yanking the steering wheel to the left before he was even conscious that it was no illusion. In the same instant, he jammed his right foot on to the brake pedal. The tyres screeched as they strained at the wheel-rims; their rubber burned through the surface water into the tarmac.

David yelled, staring with wide-eyed horror as whatever it was crashed down and bounced straight across his path. The Range Rover’s front off-side wheel smashed into the bulky object and sent the vehicle into a violent whirligig spin, pirouetting across the carriageway in front of the lorries they had just passed, heading uncontrollably towards the inner concrete piers of the bridge.

David froze with fear. On a bolting horse he’d have thought of a dozen different ways to deal with the crisis; in a careering Range Rover, he had fewer options.

The vast slab of a wall spun into view a matter of yards away now. The car was hurtling crazily towards it. And David knew there was nothing, absolutely nothing he could do.

He had only one trick left up his sleeve. ‘Please Lord,’ he begged instinctively, ‘forgive me and save us.’

He didn’t have time to specify if it was his body or his soul he wanted saved.

The Range Rover hit the wall at a forty-degree angle, smashing the near-side front wing on the unforgiving concrete, the car shrieking and scraping thirty feet until it met a substantial protruding buttress.

The left-hand side of the vehicle buckled savagely.

The front near-side pillar became a jagged spear – and a weapon which lanced the chest of his terrified passenger.

Beside him, David heard an anguished howl as the bucking vehicle rocketed out from under the bridge, slewed across the hard shoulder, mounted the shallow banking, tipped over on to its roof, slithered along the shingle at the edge of the road, mounted the bank again, rolled back on to its wheels and, mercifully, came to a juddering halt on the hard shoulder.

The engine had cut out and petrol vapour filled the crunched and shrunken metal box where David still sat, momentarily blacked out and still strapped in.

The silence which followed was broken by the hiss of steam from a ruptured radiator and the clatter of smashed, dislodged parts falling to the ground.

David blinked his eyes open, listening, disoriented, disbelieving.

After a moment, he raised his head until it touched the caved-in roof, moved his neck, his torso, his legs and knew that, if nothing else, he was alive.

In the eerie orange glow of the motorway lights he looked at the ‘slip of a man’ beside him.

Mickey sat rigid-still on a nest of shattered glass; pale, open-eyed, red-breasted, impaled to the back of his seat.

For several moments more, David couldn’t move as he  tried to absorb the blunt, horrifying fact of the boy’s death.




There was no sleep for David that night in the accident and emergency wing of Portsmouth hospital, only a few snatched moments of unconsciousness between conversations with ambulance-men, doctors and policemen – conversations in which he was restricted to monosyllables and gestures of the head, because he could barely hear or understand what was being said; everything was blocked out by the constantly recurring picture of Mickey’s mutilated body. But he did manage to ask a policeman to phone Sir Mark and tell him what had happened to Mickey, so that the boy’s parents could be told as gently as possible.




When his eyes flickered open in Tuesday morning’s grim, grey-brown light, David’s temples throbbed as if he’d spent the night drinking bad poteen with a Galway tinker. And the picture of the boy was still in his head.

He kept his eyes open to hold the vision at bay; took in the stark, functional furnishings of a hospital room. He moved and remembered there was nothing wrong with him, no more than a bruise or two, but – he had a vague memory – they were worried about delayed concussion, shock, trauma; he hadn’t needed much persuading to stay.

He shed the hospital pyjamas. Slowly and mechanically he pulled on the beige cord jeans and checked shirt he had been wearing the night before. A nurse came in to chide him for getting up before he’d been looked at. He  submitted himself to a simple examination, assured her that, physically, he was in no discomfort, and declined any breakfast. He wanted to ask about Mickey, but he didn’t: there was no point; he knew the answer.

He asked for a telephone and dialled Barford. Victoria answered. He could tell from her voice that her relief that David was still alive was too great to admit the full impact of Mickey’s death. Sir Mark and George, she said with a hint of resentment, were already separately on their way to Portsmouth to see him.

While David waited gratefully for his father, a policeman arrived to take a more coherent statement than he had been able to extract the night before.

There was, it seemed, no blame to be attached to David. The object that had fallen from the bridge had been one of a stack of old railway sleepers which had slipped from the back of a lorry as it swung through the roundabout above the motorway.

Half a dozen more sleepers had been found on the bridge; the lorry which had been carrying them had not. It was a minor junction, not much used; no witnesses had come forward so far.

Sir Mark could barely speak when he and George arrived, so great was his gratitude that David had survived. George was full of blustering sympathy.

‘I’ve just seen the Range Rover. I can’t believe you’re still alive,’ he said, shaking his head.

‘I wish I wasn’t.’

George ignored this. ‘I thought something must have gone wrong when you didn’t turn up at the pub in Mere, or at Sam’s. I’m afraid it was only when I got home that I realised how bad it was, otherwise I’d have come back  down last night. Now, you relax and I’ll look after everything. Mickey’s mother and father are already here. I don’t think they can cope at all. I ought to go and see what I can do for them.’

He bustled out, leaving Sir Mark gazing at David with worried eyes in a face made haggard by a sleepless night.

‘I can’t tell you how thankful I am that you didn’t die, David,’ he said huskily.

David didn’t answer for a moment. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said at last.

‘Good God! What have you got to apologise for?’

‘I’m not apologising. I’m just terribly sorry Mickey had to die.’

Sir Mark didn’t react. He stood. ‘Look, I’m afraid I can’t stand hospitals. I gather you’ll be here for a while so that they can check you out before you go. Now I’ve seen you’re OK, I’m going back home. George can bring you back.’

Though he wanted to, David didn’t try to stop his father. He watched Sir Mark leave the small room with his characteristic ambling gait, grateful for the concern.

On behalf of the boy’s parents, George handled details of the transfer of Mickey’s body back to Devon, and the parents left for their home without seeing David.

Later in the morning, the hospital let David go. Once he was installed comfortably in the passenger seat of George’s car, they drove to the recovery yard to which the mangled Range Rover had been taken.

They inspected it in silence, neither able to refer to the  blood which was still visible on the buckled pillar. Walking away, George said again, quietly, ‘It looks as though you were very, very lucky to get out of there alive.’

David nodded, guilty that it had been he, and not Mickey, who had walked away.

‘What a terrifying piece of bad luck,’ George went on. ‘The odds against an accident like that happening must be several million to one. Let’s hope they find the bastard who was driving the truck.’

David nodded again, thinking about the odds. Suddenly, and for no apparent reason, he remembered his brief encounter with a man called Emmot MacClancy at Newbury the Saturday before, and the little Irishman’s damp, vindictive eyes. What if it hadn’t been an accident? What, for God’s sake, if MacClancy had really meant what he’d said? The man hadn’t looked as if he had the resources, physical or material, to carry out the threat he’d made against David, not like this – and yet . . . George was right, the odds against it happening accidentally were several million, probably several hundred million, to one.

But he couldn’t tell the police – not about MacClancy; that would only open up a line of enquiry which would do nothing to help Mickey Thatcher now.

David stared at the road in front of him as George turned on to the motorway which had been the scene of the previous night’s horror. He could hardly bring himself to look at the newly scarred concrete walls. He glanced up at the bridge and thought about a lorry dropping part of its load, just at that spot, just at that time. . .

 


George drove into the village of Barford a little before three. David asked him to stop in the village and wait for him for a few minutes. He climbed stiffly from the car. He knew roughly where Mickey Thatcher had lived, but asked in the post office for a precise address. The old postmistress shook her head forlornly as she gave it to him. She could remember Mickey coming into the post office when he was a week old. ‘You’d have seen him too, Mr David. You was often down here then, wanting them sherbet lemons.’

David nodded. ‘It’s a terrible thing. He was a great little lad; eager as a ferret to be a jockey.’

‘And him the only child they had.’

David walked the hundred yards along the village street to see Mickey’s parents. Mrs Thatcher opened the door to him. Her eyes were wet and bleak. She was only in her mid-thirties, but the loss of a son had aged her ten years at a stroke. She didn’t speak at first, wanting to blame someone for what had happened; seeing David as the culprit, knowing that wasn’t fair.

‘Could I come in?’ he asked gently.

She nodded, opening the door wider, and led him into the small front room of the stone cottage.

Her husband, a mechanic at the village garage, sat on one of two worn easy chairs with his head in his hands. When David came in, he looked up, making no effort to hide the tears dribbling down his russet cheeks.

David took a couple of paces towards him, and placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘I came straight here,’ he said, ‘to  tell you how desperately sorry I am. I guess you wish he’d never come with me to the races.’

The father shook his head. ‘Nothing weren’t going to stop him going. It weren’t your fault, no way,’ he said generously. ‘And he’d have been so happy to see Groats win; he was sure he would.’ The man’s shoulders shook as he lowered his head.

‘He was more than happy about it, I promise you,’ David said. ‘If there’s anything, anything I can do at all . . .’ he went on, knowing that there was nothing he or anyone could do beyond recognising the depth of their grief. As he left the cottage he considered the grim irony that Sir Mark Tredington had found his son again and, as a result, the Thatchers had lost theirs.




As George drove him the last mile to the manor, David unconsciously braced himself to handle his family. They wouldn’t blame him, of course, but he couldn’t stop blaming himself.

If – and it was a small ‘if’ – someone, MacClancy maybe, had caused the accident, then David could blame no one but himself for Mickey’s death.

George turned the car in through the main gates to the park which surrounded the manor and drove slowly along a four-hundred-yard drive beneath an avenue of robust old oaks in the final shedding of their gold-brown leaves.

The drive curved right to reveal the house in all its classic Queen Anne symmetry of dressed red sandstone. The simple beauty of the place gave David a tingle of pleasure every time he saw it, and he still hadn’t adjusted himself to the idea that one day, with all the  rolling acres around it, it would be his. At that moment, though, such thoughts were a long way from his mind. His reappearance at Barford was already causing problems, and the longer he was here, the worse they would become. He should have left well alone, stayed out of trouble in Ireland.

George pulled up among several other cars scattered at the back of the house. He didn’t turn the motor off. He promised to come back later. ‘You’ll want to see the others without my being there, I’m sure.’

David was grateful for his sensitivity. He let himself out of the car to enter the house through a back door and a warren of flagstoned gunrooms and pantries. He looked into the kitchen. Lucy glanced up from the paper she was thumbing through while talking to a stout, aproned housekeeper.

Her expression, normally good-natured but slightly cynical, was warm with sympathy. She stood up in her paint-spattered smock and came to greet her brother with her arms outstretched.

‘Poor David. What a horrific thing to happen. And poor little Mickey. I’m so sorry,’ she said, wrapping an arm around his shoulder.

‘I’ve just seen his parents.’ He shrugged at the inadequacy of it. ‘They’ll not get over it, ever. Jesus, I feel terrible about it.’

‘Don’t be absurd. It wasn’t your fault. How on earth did a railway sleeper fall over the side of a bridge, for God’s sake?’

Inside his head, David registered a picture of MacClancy pushing it.

‘I don’t know. But maybe I was driving too fast and  could have avoided it. Whatever, I can’t help blaming myself.’

‘I don’t see as how you’re to blame at all, Mr David,’ Mrs Rogers, the housekeeper, said. ‘It was an accident, pure and simple.’

David shook his head, unconvinced. ‘If he hadn’t come to the races with me, those people would still have a son; there’s no escaping from that.’

‘I think Dad’s in his study,’ Lucy said. ‘He’ll want to see you.’

‘Sure. I’ll go now.’

David gently removed Lucy’s arm and, with his head bowed, walked through a faded green baize door into the hall and across the polished oak floor to his father’s study.

Sir Mark Tredington’s eyes showed a gladness to see him that made David burn with shame. The baronet rose slightly breathlessly from his chair to put an arm around his son’s shoulder.

‘Thank God you’re back and nothing happened to you,’ he said with an embarrassing intensity of feeling. ‘You look a lot better than you did this morning. Is there any damage still?’

‘A couple of bruises where my head hit the wheel, that’s all. Less than I deserve. But Mickey’s dead, and the car’s a write-off.’

‘It’s terrible about the lad. He could have had quite a future. It couldn’t matter less about the car, though. Look, sit down, have a drink.’ He walked to a small cabinet and took out whisky and glasses. As he poured, a thought occurred to him. ‘By the way, I didn’t want to ask you in hospital. Did the police breathalyse you?’

David took his glass and sat down. He nodded. ‘They did, and it scarcely registered. I’d only had a couple of glasses of champagne with George.’

‘That’s a great relief. When I spoke to George last night, I got the impression you’d had a fair bit – understandable after that win.’ Sir Mark gave a short laugh. ‘Well done, by the way. With all this drama, I haven’t had a chance to congratulate you. I watched the race on SIS; the way you kept that old villain running was tremendous. I really thought he’d thrown in the towel at one point.’

‘I expect he’ll take a lot more coaxing next time. Still, he won this time, that’s the main thing.’

David’s younger sister, Victoria, had come into the room while they were talking.

‘Groats was brilliant, wasn’t he,’ she said excitedly, unable to disguise her priorities. Her soft brown eyes shone from her round face. ‘I wish I’d been there.’ The choice of Groats’s sire had been hers, and she had been making a fuss of the horse since the day she had watched it emerge from its mother in the foaling box..

‘He was brilliant,’ David agreed soberly.

‘I’m sorry,’ Victoria blurted. ‘How awful of me, going on about a horse after what happened to Mickey. Poor Mickey. But are you all right?’ she added quickly.

David briefly assured her he was. He was saved the torment of answering her next question by Sir Mark, who promised to explain to her later just what had happened. ‘I must help the Thatchers with arrangements,’ Sir Mark went on, thinking of his duties. ‘I’d better pop in and see them. Perhaps you ought to do the same, David.’

‘I already did.’

Sir Mark looked pleased and proud of his son. ‘Good.’ He placed a firm hand on David’s shoulder and gently rocked it. ‘Good. That was absolutely the right thing to do.’




David thought about the ‘right thing to do’ as he walked down to the village in the weak November sunshine that pierced the clouds from the south-west.

The wind rustled crackling leaves, and gulls keened and shrieked above him in competition with the raucous calls of homing crows.

Glimpses of the stark, rolling contours of Exmoor reminded him of his home in Mayo, where his soul still lived.

When he reached the village, he headed for the old red phone-box. He had already made up his mind what he wanted to say to Johnny Henderson, but he was going to have to do it face to face. He dialled a London number. Twice he was answered by the frustrating long bleeps of the engaged tone. When, finally, he heard Johnny’s voice at the other end of the line, he knew it was going to be hard to persuade Johnny to accept his decision.

‘I want a word with you,’ David said.

‘About what happened yesterday?’

‘What d‘you think?’

‘Are there any other problems?’

‘Not yet, but for sure there could well be.’

‘There was always that possibility,’ Johnny said, allowing agitation to show through his normally seamless charm. ‘But, OK. I’ll meet you in Lynmouth tomorrow evening. I wanted to come down and see Lucy  anyway. Seven o’clock, in the Anchor. We can have a drink there, then take a drive.’

Over twenty-four hours, David thought. He hoped he could keep resolved until then.

‘Right. I’ll see you there.’

‘Well done yesterday, by the way. I won twelve hundred quid.’

‘Well, Mickey Thatcher didn’t,’ David said angrily. ‘Just make sure you’re there tomorrow.’

David hung up and stood stiffly, still mentally continuing the conversation. After a moment he barged open the door of the smelly cubicle and set off for home.




Johnny Henderson sat on a stool in the saloon bar of the Anchor hotel. His long legs stretched lankily in front of him, clad in the first and, as it happened, last country tweed suit he’d had made in Savile Row ten years before. The well-worn, slightly shabby raffishness of his Jermyn Street shirt, tie and shoes indicated equally either considerable wealth or advanced penury.

Johnny was a classically good-looking type, sandy-haired and bright-blue-eyed. He was brimful of old-Etonian confidence, but he lacked the financial back-up needed to realise the potential of these attributes. At thirty, heavy drinking and minimal exercise were beginning to make their mark on his once flawless features. As the physical ravages increased, so the once easy, natural charm with which he had faced the world had developed a slightly desperate, overstated edge.

He was discovering that the looks, intelligence and charm which had made life so easy for his first thirty years had not prepared him for the job of making a serious living.

He had drifted into the field of bloodstock because he knew a little about race-horses and a lot about the people who owned them. His contacts had earned him his first clients; his lack of application had subsequently lost him most of them. He had come more and more to rely on an unreliable source of income from gambling. The occasional piece of high-quality information had saved him from going under completely, but life was lived on a knife-edge, and the women he pursued, no longer in the first flush of innocence, were beginning to expect more from a man than good looks, easy charm and reasonable – though inconsistent – performance in bed.

The smile which seldom left Johnny’s public face was aimed now at the appreciative girl behind the bar. He flicked back his fringe as he took another drink from a pint glass, and she laughed at the story he had just told. He was Sir Mark Tredington’s godson, well known at the Anchor and, generally, well liked.

He had stayed in the small hotel a few times in his ongoing pursuit of Lucy Tredington, usually on the pretext of seeing some local trainer or potential owner. In the old days, when he’d spent a lot of time at Barford Manor, he and George had sneaked in and had their first pint of bitter together, under-age and under the indulgent eye of a since-dead landlord.

When David walked in, Johnny was still flirting with the self-possessed but not immune barmaid.

Johnny turned on his stool. ‘Hello, David. Let me get you a pint, then we’ll go and have a look at this horse.’ He greeted him with a heartiness he wasn’t feeling.

‘Sure, thanks Johnny, but I’ll have a Murphy’s. I’ve still not got used to your English bitter.’

‘Yours too, David, now you’ve returned to the fold.’

When they got outside about twenty minutes later, Johnny didn’t disguise his nervousness. ‘We’ll take my car and drive up to the moors.’

They got into his old BMW. They didn’t speak as Johnny drove out of the small town via a narrow sunken lane that led up towards the looming contours of the moor. Johnny knew what was on David’s mind. He’d lain awake most of the night searching for answers. They were playing a game that needed both of them, and Johnny had no intention of letting David throw in his hand now. He slowed to negotiate a hairpin bend round a dingle and glanced at David. ‘Now, what the hell’s the problem?’

‘I’m pulling out of the deal,’ David said bluntly. ‘It’s gone too far. Mickey was killed yesterday; I think it was meant to be me.’

‘What the hell are you talking about?’

‘I think it was set up. Someone was waiting for me at that bridge.’

‘Don’t be crazy. Who the hell would want to do that?’

‘I don’t know, but it could have been Emmot MacClancy.’

‘MacClancy? That chap who talked to you at Newbury last week?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Why the hell should he try to kill you?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘I mean, what does he know about what went on in Ireland?’

‘That I don’t know either, but he seemed pretty damned sure of himself. Of course, I bluffed it out, told him he was talking through his hat; but he knows something.’

‘Well if he did, then surely he’d have tried to get some money out of you; and you can’t get money out of a dead man. Who is he, anyway?’

‘He says he’s a Mayo man; I don’t know who he is, but I’m not going to take a chance on his blowing this thing wide open.’

The north-westerly blowing off the Bristol Channel was carrying in a bank of black clouds, heavy with rain. Fat drops began to drum on the roof of Johnny’s car where he had parked it at the entrance to a deserted barn on the northern slopes of the moor.

Johnny reached for his cigarettes and lit one, trying to keep the lid on his frustration. He couldn’t blame David. There had always been the chance that someone, somewhere would appear out of the woodwork to point a finger.

He inhaled a deep drag.

‘You told me that no one in London knew where you went when you left for Ireland. How the hell would this chap have connected you with the twelve-year-old boy you were then?’

‘God knows. But from the way he spoke, he bloody well knew what was going on.’

‘It’s a real bastard, this happening now, when it’s all going so well.’

‘You’re missing the point, Johnny! For Christ’s sake, a kid, a perfectly innocent kid, has died!’

‘That wasn’t your fault.’

‘Of course it was. If someone’s trying to kill me, or warn me or whatever, it’s because of what I’ve done; there’s no getting away from that.’

Johnny didn’t reply for a moment. He took several more long drags on his cigarette. ‘Look,’ he said at last, ‘there’s no point in your playing the white man now. For a start, it would shatter your father if you were carted off to jail. You must know that he’s chuffed to bits to have you back. I haven’t seen him so chirpy for years.’

David knew this, and it mattered to him. ‘OK. We’ll look into this MacClancy business first and find out what the score is. Maybe it won’t cost a lot to shut him up, if he really does have a line.’ He made a quick decision, and hoped he wouldn’t change his mind. ‘Look, you saw him at Newbury. Would you recognise him again?’

‘Of course,’ Henderson nodded with relief.

‘You’ll have to hang around until you spot him at the races. Somehow you’ve got to find out where he lives.’

‘What am I supposed to do then?’

‘Don’t worry. Just find out where he lives. I’ll do the rest.’




Chapter Two

Later, in the small stone farmhouse where he had lived since moving back to Barford, David lay awake, alone, torn apart by what had happened.

Darkness seemed to intensify the feelings of grief and guilt which daylight had made bearable. He couldn’t divert his thoughts from the images which kept flashing into his mind – images of what he had been, of what he had chosen to do, of Mickey, large as death, impaled on the seat beside him.

Tired of the torment, David groped for the switch of his bedside light and clicked it on. He sat with his back against the wooden headboard, his knees tucked up.

Was he really the cause of Mickey’s death? Maybe it was, as everyone said, an accident after all.

The warm glow from the lampshade began to calm him, and his thoughts became more rational. But still he couldn’t be certain. It was only a few hours before dawn that doubt finally allowed him to slip into a crumpled heap and sleep.
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