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Chapter 1

Like most jockeys’ valets, Jim Wilson could read racecourse rumour like a professional gambler could read a racecard. He knew what was true and what was bullshit. He knew the young jockeys who would still be in the weighing-room in ten years’ time and those who would fade into obscurity after a season or two - or, as in most cases, a ride or two. He knew who was drinking, who was fighting a losing battle with the scales, who was in the pocket of the bookmakers. And, of course, he knew whose nerve had gone. There was something in the eyes of a jockey in those moments after he had weighed out for a novice chase and was waiting to be called to the paddock.

So when Jim Wilson, on a cold wet November morning, trudged through the car park at Plumpton racecourse carrying a suitcase full of breeches and saw Alex Drew sitting alone in his Audi Convertible with what appeared to be a fur coat on his lap, staring palely into space, he added the information to his  vast storehouse of unofficial racing knowledge.

‘Morning, Lex,’ he called out, but Alex had seemed not to hear.

Jim glanced at his watch. Eleven-thirty. He was surprised to see Alex at the racecourse so early. His first ride was not until the fourth race and, until recently, he’d been one of the cool ones, turning up as late as possible in his flash car, exuding all the confidence of the young and talented.

Until recently. Wilson looked back at the Audi, parked in the far corner of the jockeys’ car park. This season, something had happened to Alex. Two years ago, he had been no more than just another claiming jockey, an amateur with ambition. Last year, he had turned professional and a combination of luck - Ron Charlesworth’s stable jockey had broken his leg in the first month of the season - and talent had marked him out as a possible future champion jockey. He had ridden over fifty winners, including a breathtaking success in the Champion Two Mile Chase at the National Hunt Festival on a horse of reckless brilliance called Spurgloss. Few, if any, of the top jockeys would have won on him.

But now something was wrong in the life of Alex Drew. Muttering to himself, the valet walked on to the racecourse, dismissing thoughts of Alex from his mind. Jockeys came, jockeys went. Promise turned to failure. It was life.

‘He’s gone.’ Alex pulled back the mink coat and touched the blonde head that was resting on his lap.

‘I was just beginning to enjoy it down there,’ said Zena Wentworth, sitting up and checking her hair in the rear view mirror.

‘Sorry.’ Alex smiled palely. ‘Jim’s a bit of an old gossip. It’s best to be careful.’

‘Don’t tell me jockeys aren’t meant to be seen with girls before a race.’ Zena put a well-manicured hand on Alex’s thigh.

‘Don’t be daft.’ Alex allowed a hint of irritation to enter his voice. Girls. That was a laugh. Zena Wentworth had stopped being a girl some time ago. In fact, even when she was a girl, to judge by some of the stories she had told him, she was doing wild, womanly things. ‘It’s just that talking to an owner’s wife in the corner of the car park - people might misunderstand.’

‘Spare rides?’

‘Something like that.’ A car drove by and parked some way in front of them. Two jockeys emerged, took their bags from the boot and walked briskly towards the racecourse entrance. ‘Perhaps you had better tell me the message you’ve been asked to give me.’

‘That won’t take long,’ she said. ‘Just make sure that Dig For Glory doesn’t win the handicap hurdle.’

‘They’ve told me that already.’

‘Something about keeping him on the inner, would that be it?’

Alex nodded. ‘No problem. Paul always stays glued to the rails and I’ll be on his outside making sure he  can’t squeeze his way through.’

‘Make certain he comes unstuck.’

‘Easy,’ Alex said sarcastically. Of all the people in the world, Paul Raven was the one he wanted least to cut up on the rails - he was Alex’s best friend. ‘Piece of cake.’

Zena ran a hand up his thigh. ‘It’s only one race,’ she said softly. ‘No need to look so miserable.’

‘I’ve been wasting,’ Alex said. ‘I have to do ten two in the last.’

‘Ten to what?’ said Zena, a coquettish smile playing on her lips as her hand came to rest. She raised a well-plucked eyebrow. ‘You seem to be a bit overweight there, Alex,’ she said, slipping down in the seat and pulling her mink coat over her head.

‘Not ... now.’ But what he had intended as a protest came out as a sigh. Life had been saying ‘Not now’ to Zena for several years but, even at the age of forty-three, with the evidence of too many good times written clearly on her face, she had refused to listen. She wanted it now, she had never been good at waiting. While other women faced middle age with careers or children, Zena extended her competence exclusively in the area that she understood. Pleasure, taken and given. That - Alex looked down as the fur coat undulated like an animal stirring after a long sleep - yes, that she understood all too well.

A mere twelve months ago, he would have laughed at the idea of a secret assignation with an owner’s wife in a car park at Plumpton. The idea of submitting  to the eager caresses of Zena Wentworth would have been absurd, but not as crazy as the notion that he would stop Paul winning a race. Closing his eyes and gasping, Alex tried to forget his lost innocence, to think of this afternoon’s last race, which he would win. The fur came to rest.

‘That should help your weight problem,’ said Zena, sitting up, daintily dabbing at the corners of her mouth with a long finger.

‘I’d better go.’

‘Fine.’

She checked her face in the mirror, saying, ‘Do I look like a woman who’s just had sex in the car park?’

Alex glanced at her. Zena Wentworth always looked like a woman who had just had sex in the car park. ‘You look the perfect owner’s wife,’ he said.

‘Thank you, jockey.’ Zena opened the door and got out. ‘I’ll see you in the paddock.’

 



‘Old Lex is here a bit early today, isn’t he?’

Jim Wilson, limping slightly from the back injury that, twenty years ago, had ended an unpromising career as a jockey, laid out breeches, boots and colours in the weighing-room.

‘Lex?’ Paul Raven smiled. He was glad that he had Jim for a valet. Not only was he reliable, but he was a purveyor of the latest, twenty-two carat gossip - rarely malicious, but often useful. His only irritating habit, that of using the one nickname you didn’t like, Paul found almost endearing.

‘Yeah, Sexy Lexy. Sitting in his motor in the car park like he’s in a fucking trance. Bit early, isn’t he?’

Paul shrugged, recognizing the gentle probe of a professional gossip. ‘Maybe he’s got a spare ride in the first.’ He sipped at the half-cup of sweet tea which, however light he had to ride that day, he would drink about an hour before his first race. He was worried about Alex - normally they travelled to the races together but today he had made some excuse and driven from Lambourn alone - but he was not about to discuss it all with Jim.

He looked up at the weighing-room clock. It was time to change. Unlike Alex, who took a cavalier attitude to routine, Paul liked order in his life, particularly on race days. He would arrive well on time, walk onto the course to check the going, have his cup of tea and stay in the weighing-room until it was time to weigh out for his first ride. It wasn’t that he felt superior to the drifters and hangers-on who liked to pass the time with jockeys, simply that he preferred to concentrate on the job ahead.

He was riding Tidy Item in the second race, a novice hurdle. The horse had a chance if it remembered that it wasn’t running on the flat any more and that there were eight hurdles to negotiate. He’d ride Dig For Glory in the handicap hurdle, a dream ride but a little lacking in speed. The guv’nor, Ron Charlesworth, was confident, in that gloomy, monosyllabic way of his, although Alex’s mount, Freeze Frame, was also in with a chance. Then, in the last, all being  well, he was due to ride a novice chaser trained by a permit holder who, after it had fallen twice under its regular jockey, had decided to use Paul. The joker in the pack. Still, there was a touch of class about the horse and there was nothing else of note in the race. If he could get it round safely it ought to win. Maybe he’d ride a treble.

That perhaps was Paul’s secret. Every time he received a leg-up on to a horse in the paddock, whatever its form, whatever the competition, he believed it would win. This steely confidence, which older, more battered jockeys would call crazy optimism, helped earn him a growing reputation among trainers, and thirty-three winners last season. While others would accept less promising rides — the dodgy jumper in the last, for example — thinking only of the fee and survival, Paul saw each as another potential winner.

A tall man entered the weighing-room, his expensive tweed suit, the bag he was carrying and his general air of unease marking him out as an amateur. You could always tell the guys who were doing it for fun. Big and soft-skinned, it was as if they belonged to different species from the wiry, weather-beaten, professionals. Their gear was new; they fussed about with their silks and made frequent trips to the lavatory.

At first, Paul had assumed Alex Drew would be like that - a privileged, public school wally with a foppish hairstyle that came straight out of Brideshead Revisited. Paul remembered the first time he had seen  him. It had been an early season meeting at Fontwell and Alex, who was riding in an amateur race, had behaved as if he had been walking in and out of weighing-rooms for years, joking with the valets, chatting with the older jockeys with an easy, disrespectful charm. Paul had taken an instant dislike to him, had even permitted himself a smile when Alex’s horse turned over at the last when challenging for the lead. Alex walked away, cursing, but back in the weighing-room, bruised and mud-spattered, he was soon back on song, as if he couldn’t wait for his next ride.

There was something else that had been different about Alex Drew; the way he rode. He was better than any amateur Paul had ever seen. On form, his horse - Paul couldn’t remember the name - had no chance, and the cocky little bastard had taken him along easily at the back of the field, keeping the more fancied horses in his sights, unflustered by the ridiculous early pace, making his move with all the coolness of an experienced professional. At the last fence, he had been upsides but struggling, so he’d taken a gamble, asking his horse to stand off outside the wings and win rather than fiddle the fence and take second place. It hadn’t paid off and Alex had taken a bone-crunching fall. But Paul was impressed. Judgement and nerve - it was rare to find those in a young amateur.

‘Morning, Mr Wenty,’ Jim Wilson called out to the tall man who had sat down and seemed uncertain  what to do next. He smiled thinly at the valet. ‘Clay, please, Jim,’ he said.

‘Right, Cleggy,’ said Jim, bringing Paul his breeches and winking. ‘How many rides have we got today?’

‘Just the one. Skinflint in the fourth.’

Now Paul knew who he was. Mr Clay Wentworth, claiming seven pounds, successful property developer, unsuccessful amateur jockey, son of Sir Denis Wentworth who had bought Skinflint as a present for his son - a touching family gesture that had landed one of the best chasers in the country with one of the worst jockeys. It was a waste but, in racing as in life, money talked.

Paul drained his cup of tea. It was time to get changed. As he checked his weight on the weighing-room scales, he became aware that Clay Wentworth was watching him.

‘Nice horse, that Dig For Glory.’ To Paul, the son of a brickie in Wigan, Wentworth’s voice jarred. Nasal and authoritative, it belonged in the paddock or the members’ bar, not here among the professionals.

‘He’s not bad,’ he said, returning to where his clothes were. To his annoyance, Clay Wentworth followed him. The last thing he needed before a race was small talk, particularly with a man he didn’t know.

‘Fancy your chances?’

It was the apparently innocent question which all jockeys are asked. He shrugged. ‘We’ve got as much chance as anyone,’ he said.

‘Thought of buying him once.’ Wentworth opened a silver cigarette case which he waved, with a seigneurial gesture, in Paul’s direction. Paul shook his head. ‘We weren’t sure he stayed the trip.’

‘Oh yeah?’

‘Needs holding up, they say.’

‘Do they?’ Paul smiled coldly. ‘Thanks for the advice.’

 



As a general rule, cocaine and Plumpton Racecourse do not go together. Champagne at the bar: of course. Benzedrine in the weighing-room: perhaps. But a line of pure white powder inhaled through a rolled-up fifty pound note in the ladies’ lavatory: no, not at Plumpton.

It was unusual, but then the presence of a moneyed pleasure-seeker like Zena Wentworth at a damp and modest National Hunt racecourse was in itself unusual. Zena needed something to help get her through an afternoon spent out of doors in the company of rat-faced men, large women with too much make-up, and horses. She was, by nature and inclination, a high-flyer and sometimes she needed help to fly as high as she liked to be.

Brisk and bright-eyed, Zena re-entered the bar, where a group of her friends were drinking champagne.

‘Better, darling?’ Lol Calloway, a former pop star who, even now that he was bald and pot-bellied, was occasionally recognized on the street by an ageing  fan, gave her a knowing leer. ‘Powder your nose all right, did you?’

His wife, Suzie, giggled.

‘I just felt a little bit woozy,’ Zena explained to a woman in a sheepskin coat who was sitting uneasily with them. The woman smiled politely. Owners were the worst part of training, Ginnie Matthews had decided some time ago, but since Clay Wentworth had brought something of a fan club with him, it had seemed ungracious to refuse the offer of a glass of champagne before the first race.

‘D’you get nervous when Clay is riding?’ she asked Zena.

‘Not on Skinflint. He’s as safe as houses, isn’t he?’

‘Almost.’ Ginnie smiled, thinking that Clay Wentworth was capable of wrestling any horse to the ground, however safe.

‘Zena’s just a bit highly strung, aren’t you?’ A woman in her thirties with dark, cascading hair smiled at Zena. ‘She has a lot on her mind, don’t you, darling? ’ Alice Markwick smiled discreetly. She liked Zena, her sense of fun, the sparkle she brought even to a grey afternoon at a God-forsaken racetrack; the way, when she was in a really good mood, she let Alice sleep with her. Yes, she was fun.

‘Look,’ Zena trilled, pointing out of the window as the runners for the first race filed out of the paddock. ‘Horses!’

‘Did you have to get wired?’ Clay Wentworth muttered as, a dark blue coat over his silks, he sat down  with the group. ‘Couldn’t you stay straight for one afternoon?’

‘I was nervous. There’s so much riding on this.’

‘Did you see Drew?’

‘Yup.’ Zena smiled at her husband, her eyes sparkling. ‘He knows exactly what he has to do.’

‘A winner for me, a loser for Paul Raven.’ Wentworth lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply. ‘Just what the doctor ordered.’

 



Racing journalists had taken to describing Paul Raven as ‘cool’, ‘dispassionate’, and ‘machine-like’ and it was true that, beside the sport’s more extrovert characters, he might have seemed taciturn, possibly even dull. If you dressed him up in a suit and put him on the 8.20 from Surbiton to Waterloo, he would pass for a young, good-looking articled clerk on his way to work in the City.

Paul didn’t care. To him, riding horses was a job, a way to escape the harsh poverty of his family background. As the other lads at Ron Charlesworth’s yard could testify, he had a quiet, wry sense of humour and, unlike other jockeys on the brink of success, he was prepared to help the newer lads in the yard, giving them advice, intervening on their behalf when they were on the receiving end of Ron Charlesworth’s icy disapproval.

He knew what it was like to be an outsider, to be starting on the lowest rung of the ladder in one of the harshest sports in the world. Like any large stable  yard, Ron Charlesworth’s had its hierarchy, its harsh traditions. Charlesworth himself, a tall, trim man with the cold, blue eyes of an executioner, was pitilessly ambitious - his horses and the men he paid to ride them were no more than part of a career plan.

His head lad, Jimmy Summers, a wiry Scotsman with a legendary temper, understood his boss as well as anyone. In racing, there was no gain without pain and Jimmy was an expert at ensuring that the lads under his care - particularly the teenagers stupid enough to think that shovelling horse-shit and riding out in sub-zero temperatures was the road to stardom - understood all about pain.

Watched by a handful of racegoers including the Wentworth party in the Members’ Bar, Paul rode Tidy Item onto the racecourse.

‘He’s in great form; you could win this, you know, Paul.’ Bill, one of the older lads, chattered away as he led the horse out. ‘Just need to give him a view of the hurdles, hold him up, he’s got the speed and ...’

Paul turned out, as Bill told him yet again what he already knew. Tidy Item, a lightly-framed bay four-year-old, already had a great future behind him. In his first season as a two-year-old, he had won a decent race at Goodwood. The following year, his Timeform rating had plummeted and, by the end of the season, he had won only a moderate handicap over a mile and a half at Nottingham. As if aware that appearing in a novice hurdle at Plumpton, a gelding, was hardly  what was expected of a horse of his breeding, Tidy Item had a listless look about him, his coat was stary and dull. For the first time today, he was wearing blinkers.

‘Cheers, Bill.’ As the lad released him Paul turned and cantered down to the start.

Tidy Item had a long, rangy stride which made him an easy ride on the flat. It was the hurdles which bothered him. The first couple of times Paul had schooled him at home, he hadn’t had a clue what to do, hurling himself at them in panic. These days, he took the marginally safer course of galloping straight through them, often losing lengths in a race, shattering the hurdles as he went. Getting in close and fiddling a hurdle was something Tidy Item knew nothing of.

But he could win. ‘Try jumping them this time, fella,’ Paul muttered as he showed the horse the first flight, patting him on the neck. His seven years riding racehorses had convinced him that the best way of getting winners was the quiet way: settle them, relax, let the other jockeys scream and swear. Riding Tidy Item over hurdles might be like surviving eight earthquakes but, when he wasn’t kicking bits of timber into the air, he was a good ride. Yes, he would win. Paul was confident.

The race followed the pattern Paul had anticipated. A couple of horses set a smart pace which had several runners, bred less aristocratically than Tidy Item, off the bit from the start.

Paul allowed Tidy Item to dawdle near the back of the field tight on the inside rail, a position which gave him little view of the hurdles but since even if the horse had the entire racetrack to himself he would crash through every flight, taking him the shortest way made sense.

Despite destroying six flights of hurdles, Tidy Item entered the straight at the back of the leading group still on the bridle. Paul let the leaders run off the bend and then let him run through smartly on the inner. He was going so easily it was almost embarrassing. As if sensing that the unpleasant experience of smashing timber at speed was soon to be over, Tidy Item lengthened his stride approaching the last hurdle and, by his standards, jumped the last well, diving through it a foot above the turf, and actually made ground doing it. Paul didn’t even have to ride him out, as he won pulling the proverbial cart.

‘Cocky bastard,’ Dave Cartwright, who had ridden the second horse, called out as they trotted back having pulled up. No one, even at Plumpton, likes another jockey to get up their inside. ‘You could have won that by ten lengths.’

‘Somebody’s got to ride them.’ Paul trotted on. He didn’t care what other jockeys, or journalists, or lads or even Ron Charlesworth said to him.

He had won it; and that was what mattered.

 



The bastard was cool. Clay Wentworth sipped the one bucks fizz he allowed himself on days when he  was riding and watched a TV screen on which, in silent slow motion, Tidy Item was once again being gathered up after his mistake at the last hurdle.

‘So cheeky.’ Zena’s voice, like a distant mocking soundtrack, penetrated Clay’s thoughts. ‘Why don’t you try and win like that, darling?’

He smiled wanly without taking his eyes from the screen. For a moment, he had managed to forget that, in a little over an hour, he would be riding Skinflint. ‘Maybe I will,’ he said.

Where did it come from, the coolness, the poise, that converted the will to win into the ability to win? Nobody wanted to win races more than Clay Wentworth did but his determination was panicky and ineffective. Whereas jockeys like Paul Raven looked in a finish as if they were part of the horse, its power-house, he flapped about like a duck landing on ice with a broken wing. Occasionally his horse won a race but it was always in spite of his efforts, not because of them.

‘Clay’s psyching himself up,’ Lol Calloway was saying to Zena and to Alice Markwick. ‘It’s like a big gig at Madison Square Garden. I’d get the band together and say “Guys, we’re gonna fuckin’ blow them away tonight, right?” They’d go, like punch the air, and say “Yeah, right, Lol!” Then, after I’d done a line and fucked a groupie, we’d go on like well psyched.’

At a nearby table, a local doctor and his wife, who liked an afternoon at the races, muttered poisonously  to one another before draining their drinks and moving away.

He hated it, that was the truth. Clay Wentworth, never one for deep self-analysis, knew this at least. He hated the weighing-room where suddenly he was no longer the boss but some sort of junior. He hated the walk out to the paddock, the cold, the wet, the pervasive smell of horse shit and cigar smoke. He hated the moment he was given a leg-up, when he was left all by himself with the horse to canter down to the start. He hated circling round at the start, hearing the starters’ roll-call - ‘Mr Wentworth,’ ‘Sir.’ He hated, Christ he hated, the moment when the field jumped off and there was no escape and the first fence, getting bigger and bigger, loomed up before him, the kick, the lurch, the shouts and curses all around him. After the first, it got better, particularly if he were riding Skinflint, but he never liked it, not until he was back among the racegoers, preferably in the winners’ enclosure. There was nothing like the feel of the ground beneath his feet when he dismounted.

Clay took another sip of his drink. No, he sighed quietly to himself, he was not a natural.

That was what made Alex Drew the perfect patsy. The moment he had joined the Circle, playing poker like he rode horses - with style and bravado - Clay had known what had to be done. They needed someone who rode as a professional, competent enough to stop another horse, straight enough to keep himself  out of the stewards’ room, weak enough to bend under pressure.

Alex discovered that poker is not like racing, but he discovered too late. Nerve and skill are not enough. You have to know how to bluff, how to cheat, your every move must be informed by rat-like cunning and deception. That cheerful openness, which served him so well on the racecourse, had betrayed him at the table.

Zena had worried. What if someone got hurt? What if Alex’s career was destroyed? Clay had frowned as if considering the moral options. There was no reason for things to go wrong. The risks were as low as the stakes were high.

He smiled. It was a lie, of course - as big a bluff as he had ever played at the table. If someone’s career hit the rocks, he was certain it would be Alex’s. If someone’s body paid the price of Clay’s ambition, there was no better body than Alex’s.

‘Everything all right, Clay?’ As usual, it was Alice who understood better than anyone what was going through his head. Her dark, smoky voice carried concern but Clay was aware that there was nothing personal there. Alice’s concern was always financial.

‘He’s thinking about his race, ain’t you, Clay?’ said Lol Calloway. ‘Trying to decide whether to sneak up on the rails like the last winner or to take it easy and win by ten lengths.’

‘Of course,’ said Alice. ‘It’s a big day, isn’t it?’

Clay Wentworth nodded. ‘Yes, it’s a big day.’

 



Paul Raven had never known Alex like this. In the early days, he had distrusted Alex’s high spirits, his ability to make a joke even when things were going badly. Alex was an amateur when they had first met and it was as if the years of money and privilege had come bubbling to the surface in an excess of optimism and good humour.

Three years later, he knew better. Joking had been Alex’s way of dealing with stress. Once he was in the saddle and the flag went down, he was a different person. It seemed odd now that it was Paul who was doing the talking before the fourth race, as Alex sat, pale and distracted, like a man facing a death sentence.

‘That Tidy Item’s going to bury me one day,’ Paul said. ‘When they send him chasing, the ride is yours.’

Alex didn’t reply. He wanted it to be over, or at least to explain to Paul before it was too late and explanations were superfluous.

It was unusual for them both to be riding for Ron Charlesworth in the same race. Ron was good at placing his horses and, unless he was giving one of them an easy ride, or a fancied runner needed a pacemaker, he avoided sending out two runners to compete for one prize. This two-and-a-half-mile handicap hurdle had been intended for Freeze Frame, Alex’s ride. It was only when the weights had been announced, allotting Dig For Glory an absurdly generous ten stone three, that Dig For Glory had been included. He needed the race to be fully fit but his  owner Lady Faircroft had been anxious to see him run. Reluctantly, Ron had agreed.

The two jockeys sat together, having weighed out, the brickie’s son and the former amateur, one dark and wiry, the other with the cherubic, long-haired look of an overgrown schoolboy. They were an unlikely couple.

‘What’s the problem then, Alex?’ Paul asked. ‘Anybody would think you were nervous or something.’

‘You must be joking.’ Alex tried a smile, but it was an unconvincing effort. ‘I’m fine.’

With anyone else, Paul might have suspected normal jockey problems — money, weight, an unhealthily close association with bookmakers - but he knew Alex, for all his wild talk, was too sensible for that.

‘Just tell me if I can help, that’s all.’

Alex looked at him oddly. ‘Thanks, Paul,’ he said.

The bell sounded for jockeys out.

‘Paddock, jockeys.’ A bowler-hatted official stood at the door and the riders for the fourth race at Plumpton filed out to make their way to the paddock.

‘Good luck, boys,’ said Jim Wilson.

‘Cheers, Jim,’ said Paul.

Alex said nothing.




Chapter 2

Peter Zametsky had thought he was getting used to the English way of doing things. He had sat in pubs where Londoners gathered to complain about life. He had travelled by underground where they stared ahead of them, not acknowledging the existence of other human beings despite being pressed up against them in a position of forced intimacy. He had been to a football match where they stood up and swore at one another. He had visited a church on Christmas morning where they had seemed ill at ease except when booming out tuneless versions of the carols.

But nothing had prepared him for a betting shop.

There was a reverence here which had not been evident in the church. Through the pall of cigarette smoke, under the bright strip lighting, men - and just a few women - were staring, staring upwards as if praying for a miracle. Some held slips of paper in their hands; others were seated in front of newspapers.  Around the room were television screens which were showing some sort of dog race. The murmur of a commentary could be heard, but Peter understood little of what was being said, although certain numbers seemed to be repeated like a mantra.

‘Go, on, number three.’ A tall West Indian, standing in front of Peter, was muttering. ‘Go on, my son.’

‘Excuse me, sir.’ Peter was unsure of the procedure on these occasions, but his three years in England had taught him that no one helped you unless you asked first. ‘To place a bet?’

The man seemed to be suffering from some kind of attack. ‘Yes,’ he said, occasionally looking away from the television screen as if the mystery unfolding there was too much for him to take. ‘Yes, my son. Here he comes.’

As Peter waited patiently for an answer, the man gave a sort of moan and then, with intense loathing, balled the piece of paper he had been holding and threw it onto the floor in a gesture of terminal despair. ‘Bastard,’ he said.

‘Where to place a bet, please?’

As if coming out of a trance, the man turned his bloodshot, tear-stained eyes in Peter’s direction and burped. Peter, a small bespectacled man in his thirties, with thinning hair and a dreary suit, moved through the crowd of punters.

‘To bet?’ he asked an elderly woman who was staring into space. She nodded over her shoulder. ‘Over there,’ she said.

Peter made his way to a counter at the back of the shop.

‘In the two-thirty at Plumpton,’ he said nervously to a plump girl behind the counter. ‘I’m wanting...’

‘Slip,’ said the girl. As Peter frowned helplessly, she pushed a piece of paper across the counter. ‘Fill it in,’ she said loudly. ‘Comprende?’

Peter found an empty corner in the betting-shop and sat down on a stool. There was a small, slightly chewed biro on the ledge in front of him which he looked at, as if it were a specimen in the lab, before picking it up. ‘How is it, Peter,’ his wife used to say, ‘that in some things you are so brilliant, in others so completely foolish with your frown and so innocent eyes?’ Klima was right: at work, Peter was almost masterful, as he sat at his bench, crouched over a microscope or tapping easily at his computer. It was real life that caused him problems.

He looked up at a screen. Four to one. He was not by nature a gambler but he had confidence in his work. Carefully, he wrote on the betting slip. ‘FREEZE FRAME - £100 (win), Plumpton, 2.30’, adding as an afterthought, ‘Ridden by A. Drew’.

 



Once you’re in the saddle, it’s just another job of work. From his earliest days as an amateur, Alex had learnt to exclude the personal from his race-riding. Cheerful and outgoing before the race, the chat and the jokes were put on hold as soon as he was in the paddock. As for the other jockeys, they were no  longer friends or enemies but simply part of the job. It was the two-ride-a-week merchants that were the trouble. Most of them were all over the place in a race, just like weekend drivers. It was beyond some of them to ride in a straight line, which when you’re doing fifty miles an hour towards a fence doesn’t make life easy, especially when the horse you’re riding doesn’t jump very well. As for the bends, well, if you were foolish enough to be on the girth of one of them there, then you deserved whatever happened.

Those were relevant considerations; character - friendship, in particular - needed to be forgotten until after the race.

And yet. Cantering down to the start, Alex watched the orange and black colours of Lady Faircraft, worn by Paul on Dig For Glory some five lengths in front of him. And other images of Paul flashed before his eyes - the quiet lad at Charlesworth’s yard taken for granted by everyone, the workaholic, the jockey glancing across at him as they raced knee to knee on the Lambourn downs, helping him to polish up his riding, the friend who was always the first to say well done when he rode a winner and most important, the one who always came to make sure he was all right after a fall. On paper, there was little to separate Freeze Frame and Dig For Glory although, given the choice, Alex would have chosen Paul’s horse, a big five-year-old whose inconsistent form last season due to weakness had ensured that he was well down in the weights. Dig For Glory had developed  over the summer months and, even though the ground had been firmer than he liked, he had run promisingly in a two-mile handicap hurdle at Leicester. The soft ground and the extra half-mile at Plumpton would suit him. Under normal circumstances, Alex would have fancied Paul’s chances.

They pulled up at the start and Paul glanced across at Freeze Frame, who was sweating up slightly. ‘He looks well,’ he said quietly.

Alex smiled, patting Freeze Frame. The horse was small and a brilliant jumper but he lacked finishing speed. Ron Charlesworth’s instructions had been to lie up with the leaders and make the best of his way home from three flights out but — Alex felt a wave of nausea as he remembered the task before him - today he had other priorities.

‘Where are you going?’ he asked.

Paul looked at him, surprised. If there was anyone in the world who knew that he always rode his races from the inside, hugging the rails, it was Alex.

‘Guess,’ he said.

‘There are some bad jumpers in the field.’ Alex tried to sound casual. ‘I’d keep him out of trouble on the outside.’

Paul grinned. ‘Nice try, Alex,’ he said. It was at that moment, as the jockeys circled around the starter, that Paul realized that, for some reason, this race was not like all the others. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but something wasn’t right. Everything seemed the same as normal — the other jockeys chatting, the  sound in the distance of the racecourse loudspeaker, but something was different.

‘Smith.’ The starter’s voice was briskly military.

‘Sir.’

‘Drew.’

‘Sir.’

It was Alex, that’s what was different. He had sensed it on the gallops, in the yard - that look of a man haunted by something stronger than ambition or friendship, but it had never happened on a racecourse before.

‘Raven.’

Keep him out of trouble. What had Alex meant, what was he trying to say?

‘Raven.’

‘Sir.’

‘Wake up, we haven’t got all day.’

The starter, still grumbling, mounted the steps and brought them under orders. Paul took up a position directly behind Happy Fella, who usually made the running. As the tape rose and one or two of the jockeys slapped their horses down the shoulder, helping them into their stride, Paul banished all thoughts of Alex from his mind and concentrated on the race before him.

The race was a good one, considering the state of the ground, and, by the time the field streamed past the stands with two circuits to go there were one or two struggling to lay up. Dig For Glory was going easily in sixth place, some eight lengths behind the  leaders. Paul looked at the horses ahead of him and noticed with some surprise that Freeze Frame was not among them. As they turned away from the stands, Alex loomed up beside him, on a tight rein.

Paul looked over. ‘They’re not hanging about. I hope I’m going this well next time around.’

‘So do I.’

By the time they’d completed another circuit, the pace had slowed considerably, Paul had Dig For Glory precisely where he wanted him, in fifth place on the rails with the leaders, including Freeze Frame, well within striking distance and that was where he stayed as they raced down the hill on the far side for the last time. A good jump at the third last took Dig For Glory even closer. All four jockeys in front of him were now pushing hard for home, and Paul began to niggle at Dig For Glory. The ground and the pace were taking their toll and Paul wasn’t certain Dig For Glory’s stamina would see him home. As they rounded the bend and turned towards the finish, Alex and Freeze Frame looked beaten and Paul called to his stable companion to lay over and leave him the inner. Alex immediately pulled Freeze Frame to his right as Paul urged Dig For Glory through the gap. They were within two strides of taking off for the second last when Alex suddenly shut the door. Dig For Glory, whose heart was bigger than himself, was suddenly faced with a large, solid wood wing and instead of slamming on the brakes made a vain attempt to jump it. There was a sickening sound of  splintering wood as horse and jockey went crashing through to the ground, where both now lay motionless.

 



‘Dig For Glory, a faller at the second last.’ The commentary from Plumpton to betting-shops throughout the land laconically recorded the facts without dwelling on the human drama behind them. ‘Over the last it’s Happy Fella and Sweet Charity with Freeze Frame getting into it. It’s going to be close, they’re all tired, but it looks like Freeze Frame’s going to do it there at the line. Freeze Frame the winner. Happy Fella second. Sweet Charity third.’

Peter Zametsky stared at the slip of paper in his hand. It had worked. The one gamble in his life had paid off. He would buy Klima new shoes, perhaps a fridge, clothes for the baby. Yes, it had worked. Peter felt sick.

In a trance, he walked to the counter and passed the betting-slip to the teller.

‘Not weighed in yet,’ she said.

Peter frowned. ‘Weighed in?’

The woman sighed. ‘You wait five minutes. Then we give money and you go and don’t come back, okay.’ She turned to the young man sitting beside her at the counter. ‘E’s won £500 and doesn’t even know what weighed in is.’

‘Please,’ Peter ignored the man standing behind him who was muttering impatiently. ‘What happened to the jockey?’


‘Jockey?’ The woman leaned forward as if talking to a child. ‘I expect he’s very happy now. Celebrating, you know.’

‘No, not him. Can we see the television again?’ Peter pointed to a nearby screen on which, once again, greyhounds were racing. ‘The other jockey. The one who fell. Is he all right?’

‘What’s he talking about?’ the woman asked her colleague. ‘Only races here, mate. Just winners and losers and odds, d’you understand?’ She looked over his shoulder to the man behind him. ‘Next.’

 



Only the ignorant or those greedy to collect their winnings hurried away from the grandstand after the two-thirty at Plumpton. The binoculars of most regular racegoers were trained on the second last flight where Dig For Glory and his jockey Paul Raven still lay motionless.

Alex was not the praying type. At a Christmas carol service, he might pray for a hat-trick on Boxing Day; the next day, perhaps he might pray that his modest turkey dinner wouldn’t show up as overweight when he sat on the scales, but these were light-hearted, insurance prayers intended for any Superior Being who happened to be tuned in to him.

But he prayed now. ‘Let him be all right,’ he whispered as he trotted Freeze Frame past the stands, standing in his stirrups in an attempt to see what was happening down the course. ‘Just let him be okay.’

An older jockey, Dermot O’Brien, who had finished  way down the field, cantered up to him.

‘Nice one, Alex,’ he said, pulling down his goggles.

‘Cheers, Dermot.’ Alex smiled thinly. O’Brien was one of the old school, a tough Irishman who had broken every bone in his body and had little time for small talk or sentiment.

‘Sure, I couldn’t have done him better myself,’ he added with a trace of admiration in his voice.

There was a subdued welcome at the winners’ enclosure where, to Alex’s surprise, he was met by Liz Charlesworth, the plump and apologetic wife of his trainer.

‘Where’s the guv’nor?’ Alex asked, dismounting.

‘On the course.’ Even by her standards, Liz seemed distracted and unhappy. ‘It doesn’t look good.’

Bad news reaches the weighing-room fast. By the time Alex had weighed in and returned with his saddle, the word was out. An uneasy silence greeted him as he walked in.

Jim Wilson took his saddle, unusually avoiding his eyes.

‘How’s Paul?’ asked Alex nervously.

The valet looked up at him accusingly. ‘If he hasn’t broken anything it’ll be a miracle.’

‘It was an accident,’ Alex said quietly. ‘He went for a gap that wasn’t there.’

Dave Smart, whose horse Sweet Charity had finished third, stood in front of Alex. ‘The gap was there. I was a couple of lengths behind him. You did him.’

Alex shook his head in weary denial.

‘Some fucking friend,’ Smart muttered, wiping the mud from his face with a towel.

Five long minutes later, one of the jockeys told Alex that his trainer needed to see him outside the weighing-room.

Ron Charlesworth was not an emotional man - love, regret, sadness and humour played an insignificant part in his life - but on the rare occasions when he was angry, it was plain for all to see. Although his voice remained as dry and precise as that of a solicitor reading out the details of a particularly unfavourable will, two vivid blotches of colour appeared high on his cheekbones, remaining there until the rage had subsided.

So, although he smiled at Alex as, with an arm around his shoulder, he led him to a corner away from the scales and the ever-alert ears of racing’s gossipmongers, Alex knew that he was in deep trouble.

‘I should give you the fucking sack,’ Charlesworth said quietly. ‘You don’t deserve a job in racing.’

‘I’ve just ridden you a winner.’

‘You’ve just killed one of my best horses.’

Alex looked at Charlesworth, expecting news of Paul from him.

‘What were you playing at? Did you two have some sort of lovers’ tiff? What the fuck’s going on?’

Running a hand through his thick hair, Alex closed his eyes. ‘How’s Paul?’ he asked.

‘You’re damned lucky they’ve got lenient stewards here. They’re having an enquiry and it isn’t going to look good and I ought to let you take what you deserve for this.’ The trainer made no attempt to conceal the disapproval in his voice. He paused for a moment. ‘Trouble is I’ll lose the race if I tell them what I think, so I’ll just say that the horse has a tendency to duck to his left and we’ll stick to that.’
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When the stakes are this high accidents are bound to happen ...

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





