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Praise for John Francome’s previous novels:

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


 



‘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


 



‘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


 



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


 



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

Country Life

 



‘Authentic, thrilling and compulsive’ Bookseller


 



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


 



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





Prologue

I was nearly home when the headlights of my old Mercedes picked out a small, plain stock lorry trundling down the hill towards me. I knew it shouldn’t have been there. At a quarter to five on a black March morning, neither of my neighbouring farmers would be leaving for market.

The lane that led up to their farms and my ramshackle house had deep drainage ditches on either side. It was not wide enough for two vehicles to pass. One of us would have to yield and reverse to the nearest gateway. Traditionally, it is the smaller vehicle which gives way. This time, it was not going to be.

Leaving my headlights on and the motor still running, I got out of my car and walked towards the lorry. As I passed through the lights to his side, the driver saw me. The lorry’s engine revved, and the gears crashed as he tried to find reverse in a hurry. Before he had, I was pulling his door open. I could see his face. I did not know him, but it was clear from his startled look that he knew me; and he had not been expecting to see me.

Without stopping to formulate the thought, I knew that my best horse had been kidnapped; someone was stealing  Caesar’s Consul - my first-class ticket to the Amateur Riders’ Championship. My temper, not my most admirable trait, jumped straight into the red.

The driver, still fumbling with the gear-stick, tried to swing a feeble blow with his right hand. He missed. I reached up, grabbed him by his unzipped waxed jacket, and yanked him out of the cab. The man, who landed with a thud and a grunt on the ground behind me, was at least fifteen stone, judging by the effort it took to get him out of the cab. I followed the well-founded rule about fighting people bigger than yourself - you hit them first. Before he had time to recover, I thrust my right foot firmly between his legs. Bellowing, he curled up like a hedgehog and I aimed a passing kick at his exposed back.

I leaned into the lorry cab and fumbled for the ignition keys. I tugged them out and flung them towards the ditch ten yards down the road.

With the lorry’s engine stopped, I could hear the Mercedes spluttering quietly. I turned to the driver, moaning by the side of the road. I clutched his shirt-collar, lifted his head and hit him on the chin as hard as my inexperienced fist would allow. He fell back limp and yielding and I heaved him into the ditch. I ran to my car, turned off the engine and took the keys out.

By the new light of a misty half-moon, I ran round to the back of the lorry and knocked out the clips which held the ramp in place. It was a filthy old cattle truck. The ramp was covered in fresh cow slurry. I slithered up in my leather-soled shoes and groped around inside for the Consul. I could smell him and hear him, up at the cab end of the box.

I worked my way along the sides until I found the  gelding tethered but standing unsupported. There was no straw on the slippery floor. Thank God they had not gone far; he would have been down on his side - or worse, his back- before travelling a few hundred yards more like that.

I fumbled with the headcollar rope, which had been tied to the side in a granny-knot, while I patted the horse’s neck and spoke to him to calm him. After what seemed like an infuriatingly long struggle, I undid the rope and warily led the Consul to the back of the lorry and the top of the skiddy ramp. I had no idea if I had hit the driver hard enough to keep him quiet for long. I hoped I had, but now what mattered most was to get my horse home.

The Consul could not wait to get out of the dark box that reeked of cattle. He trotted down the ramp, dragging me on the end of his rope. I caught the tip of my shoe under a loose board and fell with a crash; hitting the side of my head at the edge of the lane. The rope was gone from my fist and I could hear the horse clattering back up the lane towards his stable. I had already fallen badly three times that season, and I was getting used to it; but not onto tarmac. My face felt badly scraped and bruised; my head throbbed and sang as I lay in a daze for a moment, trying to get my breath back.

I heard the rustle behind me vaguely and too late.

There was a crack on my head that produced instant vivid fireworks; then nothing.

 



If I had been capable of feeling anything in this comatose condition, I suppose it would have been relief. I needed a short rest from the bizarre events and frantic activity that had sprung into my life less than two weeks before.

It is hard to pinpoint the day that I first became aware of the threat that Clive Drury posed to my disorderly but generally peaceful existence.

It had all started innocently enough with a not entirely unexpected fall on a normal Saturday afternoon’s point-to-point racing. The meeting had been held on Drury’s land at Gazeley Park.




Chapter 1

I lifted my head until my chin was an inch or two off the ground, and took in the view with dazed detachment.

Fine pasture, which had been grazed by fifty generations of well-bred sheep, swept up between parkland oaks and cedars towards a handsome stone mansion.

The designer of this classic piece of eighteenth-century landscape would not have approved of the white running rails and large, steeple-chase fences which had turned the park into one of the best-looking - though not best-riding - point-to-point courses in Britain.

I sucked a deep breath through my nostrils. The smells brought me sharply back to earth. My eyes focused closer, on the long blades of lush, wet grass on which I lay, and a large, evil-looking cow-pat a foot in front of my face.

The ragged thundering of ten sets of aluminium-shod hooves was fading now. I hoped that the great brown idiot of a horse with whom I had just parted company would stay with the bunch until they reached the home straight where the lorries were; it was probably too much to hope that Georgie, my self-appointed groom, would manage to catch the beast.

And I wondered if I had been deliberately ridden into a two-foot gap at the edge of the fence.

I groaned, more out of frustration than pain.

What a way to enjoy yourself!

I moved a few limbs. They all seemed to work. I raised myself on to my hands and knees and took a few more long breaths to get some air back into my lungs. I was on my feet before the St John’s ambulance, bucking and jerking its way straight across the park, had reached me.

When it pulled up, Georgie leaped out and ran towards me, her eyes brimming with concern and compassion. Feeling like an undeserving, ungrateful bastard, which I was, I could not bear to meet them.

‘For God’s sake, Georgie,’ I said testily, ‘what have you done about the bloody horse? He’ll be halfway to Hereford by now.’

‘It’s okay. Someone caught him. But what about you, Archie? It looked a horrible fall from up there.’

Georgie was beside me now. She clutched my arm through the sodden, muddy silk. I forced a light-hearted smile to reassure her.

‘I’m fine, but we may as well get a lift back in the ambulance, so they don’t have a wasted journey.’

I walked towards the vehicle, trying not to wince from a nasty bruise on my hip. Once in, I was glad of the lift. Georgie was wedged in beside me, still tentatively fingering my arm.

‘God, what a day,’ she said. ‘And it started so well.’

‘It’s finished okay,’ I said quickly. ‘I’m still ahead in the championship this season, and with luck no one will catch me up now.’ Why was it, I wondered, that this thoughtful and very good-looking girl seemed to bring out the arrogant animal in me?

‘But are you sure you’re all right? Will you still be able to come to Mum’s party tonight?’

I nodded. ‘Yes, I’ll come.’ I turned my head to glance at the glow of relief in her bright, speedwell-blue eyes, and sighed to myself.

‘Do you want me to come back and help you put the horses away?’ Georgie asked as we climbed out of the ambulance.

‘No,’ I said, a little too quickly, ‘Thanks, but I can manage. Then I need a long bath with a few Scotches, and I won’t need my back scrubbed. I’ll be at your parents’ place by eight.’

She accepted this with a small downturn of her mouth. I was not being deliberately unkind, but I always preferred to be on my own after a day’s racing, at least for a few hours while I wound down.

The big brown horse, Cocoa - or ‘Bill’s Flutter’, as he somewhat tastelessly appeared on Weatherby’s Register - had been caught and was standing calmly now, tethered to a ring on the side of my lorry. Someone had put a sweat rug on him and he was munching from a hay net. Amateur racing people tend to be very supportive of one another.

A bay horse, Caesar’s Consul, with whom I had won the Open, two races earlier, was already in the box where I had put him. Like the star that he was, he was cool and dry now. I hobbled up the ramp and swapped his string vest for a heavy quilted rug and poured him a drink from the tank on the Luton. He nuzzled my back for a treat and I delved into a bucket for his favourite, a bright green Bramley the size of a turnip. His big lips sucked it off my palm and he munched with noisy relish.

‘Well done, son. It’ll be Cheltenham soon.’

The horse gave what I considered a confident nod, and I limped out of the lorry to deal with Cocoa.

I was thankful that I had already had my two rides for the day - the Open and the Maiden - and I had no particular interest in the Restricted Open which was the last race. I loaded Cocoa, trying not to be unreasonably impatient with him, clambered into the cab, summoned up a farewell smile for Georgie, and lurched slowly down the track towards the Hereford road.

Three hours later, I left my house. I turned the key to lock the back door and walked round to the stable yard to take a quick look at the horses in their boxes. Cocoa looked at me mournfully, with his neck resting in the V of his anti-weaving grille, and I cursed the day Bill Beecham had ever given the animal to me.

I clambered into my eighteen-year-old Mercedes 450, and turned the ignition key as I made encouraging noises and nursed the car into life.

A long bath and a couple of large malt whiskies were all the medication I had needed after my fall, and I set off from the farmhouse in the East Herefordshire hills feeling reasonably content with my day’s work. Even the thought of Georgie’s slightly smothering attentions did not seem so bad now, and the parties at Temple Ferris were famous. I was looking forward to experiencing one at first hand.

Georgie - that is to say, The Honourable Georgina Henry - was the adopted daughter of Lord Walford, her mother’s heiress and their only child.

I think it was that, as much as anything, that made it hard for me to respond to her. That her father was a Peer of the Realm, and her mother the ninth generation of a  family of eighteenth-century bankers, while I was the posthumous bastard of a 1950s Fleet Street hack, was completely immaterial to me; that I had watched my mother strive to bring me up on her meagre novelist’s earnings, sending me to Eton, helping me through Oxford and the first few years afterwards as I tried to set up my picture business, was not. Everything that my mother and I had struggled for, Georgie could have had for the price of the breath it took to ask her doting parents. That was not her fault, of course, but it must surely have given her such a different perspective on life that it seemed unlikely we could be truly compatible.

But I could not deny that there were times when her enthusiasm for me gave a leg-up to the self-esteem.

That morning she had turned up at my place and persuaded Sharon, the groom, to let her take her place for the day. Sharon had yielded all too easily, and Georgie had told me she specially wanted to see me ride at Gazeley Park. She had spent some of her childhood holidays there, before her grandfather sold the estate to Clive Drury.

To be fair, she had prepared both horses beautifully. She had proudly accepted her groom’s prize of ten pounds for the best turned out in the Open, and she had caused quite a stir in the paddock, leading Caesar’s Consul round. I had been amused to see Clive Drury himself, almost looking the part in a bowler and trench raincoat, eyeing her up lasciviously, until he suddenly realised who she was. I had asked her to introduce me to Drury after the race.

Pushing the old Merc across the Severn Valley, between the dinosaur’s back of the Malverns and the  wooded escarpment of the Cotswolds ahead, I thought of Drury; he was going to be at Lady Walford’s party tonight, Georgie had said.

I was grudgingly impressed by the big man. He must be in his sixties now, but obviously still in good shape. He was at least six foot three, and bulky with it. But for all his eighteen stone, he gave the impression of still being nimble on his feet. His movements were quick and decisive; his voice deep and fast. His dark brown eyes, I had noticed, were permanently on the move, inspecting everyone within his field of vision as well as whomever he was speaking to at the time. He was also handsome. Even from my perspective as a younger man who still resented the idea of women finding older men attractive, I could imagine that he had little difficulty in keeping women interested. He was one of the few people I had ever met who really did exude power and a kind of animal magnetism. It was impossible to ignore him, and hard not to defer to him. He also had just the kind of self-satisfied smugness that I loathed, and I had instinctively marked him down as a challenge.

It was chance that I had not met Drury before. He had an obnoxious son of twenty-one, Damian, against whom I had frequently ridden for the last two years. Drury had bought Damian a forty-thousand-pound chaser, ten years old, with the experience and speed to win any members’ race doing the proverbial hand-springs. The animal had not fallen in five years. Drury still seemed to think that his son was in some way responsible for the success he had in his first season. In fact, all that Damian had needed to do was to mount the horse, sit on it trying not to flap his elbows too much, and get off when the race was over.

I knew that Drury often arrived at the most obscure  little point-to-point courses to witness his son’s glories, but always left in a chopper or a Bentley as soon as his race was over.

Lord and Lady Walford’s Temple Ferris House was set into a gentle south-facing cleft of the Cotswolds. Lights blazed from thirty windows, and the floodlit front gave the impression of being elegantly carved from honey-coloured fudge. The lighting was a little flashy for my taste, and I was surprised that the fiercely traditional Lord Walford had succumbed to this suburban treatment. But it also suggested that the champagne being served inside would have the right name and date on it.

I parked among a few dozen expensive cars and the odd tatty Land Rover and walked up a broad path of well-worn flagstones to the front door.

There were a lot of people in the vast front hall, but I saw Clive Drury at once. He saw me too and unexpectedly nodded in recognition across the sea of heads which separated us. I took a glass from a table by the door, and was going to look for my hostess when I felt a gentle squeeze on my behind. I turned round, but not too quickly.

A pair of lusty, dark brown eyes smiled up at me.

‘What a lovely firm pair of buttocks.’ The girl had a husky, Mayfair-receptionist sort of voice and her cheeks dimpled as she spoke.

‘How do you know?’ I asked. ‘You’ve only felt one of them. I might be like the man from Devizes.’

The girl reached her arm behind me and squeezed again. ‘No,’ she said with certainty, ‘you’re not from Devizes. You’re Archie Best, aren’t you?’

‘I’m afraid so,’ I admitted, conscious of her hand still kneading my buttock. ‘Are you a professional masseuse?’

‘I wouldn’t charge you.’ She gave a final squeeze and  withdrew her hand. ‘I won quite a lot of money on you today.’

‘Then you must have put a lot on. I think I started odds-on.’

The girl answered with an enigmatic smile. ‘I know a winner when I see one.’

‘Do you know a bit about horses, then?’

‘No, but I know a lot about men.’

I could not help smiling. ‘I can imagine that you might. Who are you?’

‘Amanda Drury. We’ve met once before. I’m a friend of Georgie’s.’

I had to assume that she was connected in some way to Clive of the same name. Second, third wife? I opted for daughter.

‘It must have been very dark. I’m sure I’d have remembered,’ I said.

‘I don’t think you were entirely sober at the time,’ Amanda said. ‘You certainly look in better shape now. Did that fall do any damage?’

‘I’ve a couple of sore spots that could do with a massage.’

‘I bet you have. If they’re still bothering you later, let me know.’

I was about to firm up on this arrangement when Georgie joined us.

‘Hi, Mandy. My stepfather would really like to see you. He’s in the drawing room.’

‘Randy old bugger,’ Amanda laughed. ‘Okay, I’ll go and perk him up.’ I could not help being aroused by the concupiscent smile she flashed at me before she wove her way through the party with a voluptuous swing of her silk-clad hips.

‘Not very subtle, your friend Mandy. No VPL,’ I remarked.

Georgie looked blank.

‘Visible Panty Line,’ I said.

Georgie laughed. ‘You’re right. When I was sharing a flat with her, the men always used to call her Nicholas. I suppose she was chatting you up.’

‘Just a bit. Is the Drury you introduced me to at the races her father?’

‘Yes,’ Georgie nodded. ‘And I should warn you that the Mandy Drury fan club isn’t very exclusive,’ she added, dismissing the subject lightly. ‘Anyway, you seem to have impressed her father, too.’

‘Oh, yes?’ I said without much interest. ‘He probably sees me as an obstacle to the racing success of the precious Damian. I won’t tell him that if I win the championship this season, I’m going to pack it in.’

‘Good Lord, are you?’

‘Yes. Now that I can see I’ve got a real chance of doing it. Mind you, if I don’t, I’ll carry on until I do.’

‘Why are you so obsessed with this championship? Don’t you just enjoy the riding?’

‘Yes, of course I do. But the championship is something I have to get out of my system; that and winning the Foxhunters at Cheltenham. There are a couple of bastards whom it will give me a great deal of satisfaction to beat.’

‘That doesn’t sound like you, Archie. You’re not a vindictive person, are you?’

‘Perhaps not, but this goes back a long way.’

I could see that she wanted to push me for details, but I was ashamed of my reasons and she would not have understood them anyway. She had never known what it  was like to be the poorest boy among a group of rich, spoilt schoolboys.

‘I must find your mother,’ I said. ‘I haven’t seen her since I arrived.’

‘Yes, do,’ said Georgie. ‘You’re one of her favourites. She was really glad I’d finally got you here.’

I wondered about that as I made my way across the hall, which was still filling up with designer-clad and scented women with their bland, bored-looking men. This lot, if they were typical of Lady Walford’s guests, did not present much competition.

Before I reached the double-doors that gave onto the drawing room, I was hailed at close quarters by the beaming, bulky figure of Clive Drury.

‘Hello, Archie. You look a little cleaner than you did earlier today,’ he boomed.

‘I always change and wash before coming to parties,’ I answered flippantly.

Drury’s eyes hardened with a quick wince. He was obviously unused to back-chat, as I had guessed but could not resist testing.

‘That horse is only fit for the knackers anyway. Why do you bother to ride rubbish?’ he asked with less bonhomie than before.

‘Because I haven’t got a rich father to buy ready-made animals for me. If someone gives me a horse, I don’t look it in the mouth.’

‘Bill Beecham gave it to you? That old lush needs all the money he can lay his hands on.’

‘You know Bill, do you? He’s a very old friend of mine, and I was grateful to him. I admit that I didn’t feel much gratitude lying among the cow-pats this afternoon, but if you think he’s so hard up, it must have meant a lot to  give it to me so I’ll definitely persevere with the animal.’

I nodded, and carried on through the drawing room doors.

Lady Walford, who was as thoughtful and genuine a society hostess as I had ever come across, did seem pleased to see me.

She chatted about my prospects in the Championship, and seemed unconcerned about my lack of prospects in more serious areas. And she certainly did not seem opposed to the idea of a relationship between me and the Hon. Georgina.

I tried somehow, without being rude, to convey the fact that Georgie and I had not even slept together and were unlikely ever to become more intimate. But Georgie had evidently issued an exaggerated version of our relationship, which her mother was happy to buy. I supposed that her daughter was so rich in her own right that a future husband’s income was not relevant.

Well, it might not have been to her.

Despite my non-committal answers, I found myself accepting an invitation to stay for a weekend in early March. I was planning to go to a large house sale near Stow on the Friday before and I dislike cooking for myself, so I decided it would suit me. Anyway, I guessed there would be a houseful, so I would not have to spend the whole weekend trying to avoid offending the blameless Georgie.

This flattering conversation was interrupted, I was surprised to see, by the once again beaming Clive Drury. He made no apologies for breaking into one of Susan Walford’s breathless sentences.

‘Hello, Sue. I just wanted a quick word with Archie here before I go.’

‘Oh, are you going already, Clive? Is everything all right? Rollo will be sorry,’ Lady Walford gushed.

‘Yes, yes. Everything’s fine, but I’ve left a few guests back at Gazeley who’ll be offended if I don’t see them at all, and there’s a lot of money involved.’ He turned to me. ‘I’d like you to come over and look at my sporting pictures, Archie. That’s your field isn’t it? I may have an order for you.’

The man had hit both my weak spots in one: my fascination with any good old pictures - his were famously good - and my constant need to top up the funds required to pay for my expensive habit; the more prizes you win as an amateur race-rider, the more the whole business seems to cost.

I was tempted to stay longer than I did at Temple Ferris that evening. Mandy Drury’s unsubtle charms had aroused an unsubtle response in me. She was not, in any strict sense of the word, a beautiful woman, but she was wickedly, invitingly sexy.

Nevertheless, I resisted. Georgie had invited me that evening and, though she would do her best to suppress any outward sign, she would be very miffed if Mandy and I went absent together. I decided to compromise and, having eaten a fair dinner’s worth of vol-au-vents, angels-on-horseback and various concoctions of avocado and seafood, left before most of the guests.

 



I woke next morning with a little soreness in my hip but no hangover. It was a crisp sunny day, just the sort of day that had made me choose to live among these small, quiet hills and I did not want to waste it by lying about in bed.

I dressed, forgot about shaving and went out into my tidy stone stable-yard. Of the six boxes, three were currently  occupied by Caesar’s Consul, Cocoa and Jasper, my thirteen-year-old hunter. The rest were empty.

The two racehorses had both galloped three and a half miles the day before and would not need much exercise. Jasper, on the other hand, was on his toes and longing for a bit of action. I gave the other two a bucket of breakfast - some rolled oats and damp beet - filled their hay nets and tacked up the hunter. As usual, he would not stand still, in anticipation of our outing. I tried to calm him by telling him that we were not going hunting, which he refused to accept.

But when we rode out of the yard instead of clambering into the lorry, he understood and settled for a long solo hack up across the Suckley Hills. It was one of those faultless mornings, when thrushes were in their first, early spring song; pheasants, relieved by the sudden absence of human predators, honked through the woods, and lambs danced around their shaggy mothers’ dirty behinds. It was on a morning like this, high on the hill-tops, hundreds of miles from any concentration of humans and all their detritus that in my more misanthropic moments I would have been quite happy to stop the clock.

But, this time, my reverie was persistently interrupted by thoughts of the father and daughter I had met the day before.

What Amanda Drury wanted from me was obvious; what her father wanted was less so. I was certain he had not invited me to Gazeley to see his pictures that afternoon simply because he liked the look of me. As far as I could judge, Clive Drury did not like the look of anyone. He must have had a dozen people, far more eminent in the field than I, waiting around for the opportunity to purchase his pictures for him.

But, whatever his reasons, he was adamant that he wanted to talk business with me, as well as show off his paintings to someone who could barely have afforded a decent frame.

Mandy, I decided, was probably best steered clear of. I had the impression that she was a woman who liked to get her way, in everything, and was capable of kicking up rough if denied; and that would not suit me. So, with a sigh, I consigned that potential source of entertainment to my mental out-tray, and found myself pondering Georgie.

I may have given the impression that I did not find Georgie attractive, but that would be wrong. She was about five foot eight, with a pair of cat-walk legs. Her hair was a rich brown-black, recently bobbed and framing a near-perfect set of features, of which her blue eyes and luscious lips were the most striking. She was a much better-looking example of young English womanhood than Amanda, for example. But her attainability, straightforward and honest as it was, presented no challenge, and much though I tried to overcome my caveman instincts, I found the lack of that unexciting. Of course, Mandy did not look as though she’d put up much of a chase either. What she purported to offer was a great deal of uncomplicated, no-holds-barred sex.

As to the real worth of the two, there was no contest and, feeling slightly guilty about my cavalier treatment of Georgie, I rode back into the yard to find her car parked there.

When she heard the sound of Jasper’s hooves, she came out of the back door from the kitchen. She looked fresh and lovely and I was almost pleased to see her.

‘Morning, Archie,’ she said brightly. ‘Have you had any breakfast yet?’

‘Nope,’ I grunted as I swung my leg over the back of the saddle.

‘That’s lucky, because I’ve just made it, though there’s not much in your fridge,’ she added censoriously.

‘I’ve been having a bit of trouble doing the weights recently, so there hasn’t been much point in stuffing it full of temptation.’

‘Oh, Lord. Will you want breakfast? It’s a real fry-up.’

‘As a matter of fact, I’d love it. Apart from nibbling bits and pieces from trays at your house last night, I haven’t had a thing since the day before yesterday, and I haven’t got another ride for a week.’

I was untacking the horse now, and Georgie came over to lead Jasper into his box.

‘How long have you been out?’ she asked.

‘An hour or two.’

‘Jasper must be fit. He’s as dry as a bone.’

‘All my horses are fit,’ I said with unfair impatience, and relented. ‘Unfortunately one of them can’t jump.’

‘How are your bruises, then?’

‘Nothing serious,’ I smiled truthfully.

Together we installed the horse, checked his water and filled his hay net before going into the house.

I seldom bothered with more than a piece of toast and a mug of Gold Blend in the morning. The smell of fresh coffee, bacon and eggs that greeted me in the kitchen was very welcoming. I said as much to Georgie, and sat down to demolish the breakfast while she sipped a cup of camomile tea.

‘Shall we go out to lunch?’ I asked her between mouthfuls, such was my gratitude.

She shook her head mournfully. ‘I can’t. We’re having a big crowd for lunch and they’ll expect me there.’

I knew that being an only child placed extra responsibilities on one’s shoulders, and was prompted to think that perhaps I should make the effort and visit my own mother down near Cirencester. Clive Drury had asked me to come at about six that evening - presumably to have a few drinks while I admired his paintings - so I would have time to do both. I wondered what Georgie could tell me about the man.

‘Drury has asked me over to Gazeley this evening. He says he wants me to find some pictures for him. I’m not sure that I believe him.’

‘Why not? He’s always buying them, and Dad ... my stepfather’s told him how marvellous you are.’

‘How the hell does he know that I’m so marvellous?’

‘Because I told him, of course.’

‘He must be bloody gullible, but thanks all the same. I suspect Drury is after something else. Still it’ll be entertaining to find out what. How well do you know him?’

‘Not very. He’s not the sort of man one gets to know. Dad’s been chairman of his group for ten years, so we see him quite often. I used to find him absolutely terrifying, until I realised he scarcely notices anyone even when he’s talking to them.’

‘Unless, presumably, he’s going to make some money out of them.’

‘Well, yes. That seems to be all he’s interested in, besides his pictures, of course, and his horses.’

‘What about your friend, Amanda?’

‘He’s never taken much notice of her, that’s why she’s  like she is. I feel rather sorry for her.’

‘Yes, you’re right. She’ll end up a mess.’

Georgie poured some more coffee.

‘I think that Clive Drury could be a dangerous man,’ she said. ‘Sometimes there’s a foul, cold look in his eyes. Of course, he must be one of the richest men in England now, and in with a good chance of a knighthood soon. But I remember when he first asked Dad to be chairman, my mother was very against it.’ She stopped as if that was all she was going to say.

But I prompted her for more.

‘I don’t know a lot more,’ she said. ‘He’s come up from nowhere. Nobody seems to know how he got started in Lloyd’s. At the time he was first a broker, your old school was a lot more important than your ability. But he was obviously making money for people and they tolerated him. Then he bought into Beecham’s.’

For a moment there was an awkward silence between us. Beecham’s had once been Bill Beecham’s family firm. Bill Beecham, at sixty-five, still hopeless, feckless and a promising candidate for both Alcoholics and Gamblers Anonymous, was, by me at least, a much-loved old family friend. He was also Georgie’s natural father and her mother’s first, disastrous husband.

It had come as something of a shock when I had first discovered the relationship. Bill and Susan, Georgie’s mother, had split up twenty-odd years ago, before I was really conscious of that sort of event, and my mother had never told me about it. It was only a few weeks before, when I happened to mention to Bill that I was getting a bit of assistance at the races from Georgie, that he had told me that his ex-wife had taken their daughter with her, and married Rollo Walford.

He had quickly sunk into a shamelessly maudlin state of self-disgust after imparting the information, and begged me not to mention it to Georgie. It was, he felt, up to her whether or not she should own up to such disreputable parentage.

‘Beecham’s that, er, Bill used to be in?’ I asked.

Georgie nodded. ‘The old family firm.’

‘I hadn’t realised that. No wonder Drury said he knew him. It must have been Drury who threw him out of the firm, then?’

‘It was. When I was living with Amanda, she once hurled it at me out of spite.’

‘Out of spite?’ I asked, as if I did not know what she was talking about.

‘Archie, don’t tell me you didn’t know he was my father.’ She did not present it as a question.

As it happened, I still found it hard to believe that he was. I had got to know Georgie, quite independently of her father, as the daughter of Lord and Lady Walford. She had been only two when Lord Walford had formally adopted her, and, as far as most of the world was concerned, he was her father.

But now, I nodded. ‘As a matter of fact, I did. Bill told me, a few weeks ago.’

‘I know. He wrote and told me.’

I might have guessed. This was how Bill’s curious code of ethics worked. It made life tricky for his friends.

I did not know where to take the conversation next, so I came back, briefly, to Drury.

‘I mentioned Bill to Drury yesterday,’ I said. ‘He was very scathing about him. I’m afraid a lot of people are these days. Poor old Bill’s been buried by gambling and booze, but he’s still a very knowledgeable man - at least,  about pictures. Did you know, he was an old friend of my father’s? And he’s been a sort of surrogate father to me, on and off. I’m very fond of him and I’ve always found him good company. The only thing I’ve got against him is Cocoa. He gave me the bloody horse, though how he bought him, and why on earth he named him Bill’s Flutter, God knows.’

Georgie kept quiet while I stumbled through this monologue.

‘I could hardly believe it when he told me you were his daughter,’ I finished lamely.

Georgie gave me a quick, understanding smile.

‘I’m very fond of him too,’ she said. ‘But I don’t see him often. It seems to upset him, and, truthfully, I grew up thinking of my stepfather as Dad. But I know Bill thinks a lot of you. Although, when I first met you, I couldn’t think for the life of me why.’

It seemed that we both wanted to leave the subject alone after that but Georgie stayed for another hour. While she helped me muck out the horses and make their beds, we talked about other things, only tacitly acknowledging the subtle change that had now taken place in the status of our relationship.

Later, when I drove out of the yard behind her, I watched her car’s disappearing tail with less than my normal impatience. Then our ways split: hers to her parents’ stone mansion; mine to my mother’s tiny timber-framed, wattle-panelled cottage.




Chapter 2

My mother, Monica Best, had lived in her small house by the Coin, near Bibury in Gloucestershire, since before I was born. Her father had given it to her before dying deep in debt a few years later.

My father, she told me, had come out from London by train and bicycle every weekend to woo her, while she tried to establish herself as a novelist.

I was living proof of his successful wooing, but I had never met him. He had died six months before I was born, and a week before he was due to marry my mother.

Then, in the early sixties in quiet rural communities, illegitimacy was still a cause for shame. But my mother had trusted to the good will of the local people, and her trust had not been misplaced. It was partly out of gratitude for their loyalty that she felt she could never leave, and partly because, though it had been the place of her grief, before that it had been a place of intense happiness for her.

Although I had never met my father, I felt that I knew him intimately. I had had his mannerisms and characteristics lovingly described to me in vivid detail. I had read  his poetry and his beautiful prose descriptions of his travels in Greece in the early fifties. I had even read some of the love letters he had sent my mother when his job as an up-and-coming investigative journalist had taken him away for weeks at a time. One day, while dashing across a quiet street just off the King’s Road with a handful of last-minute invitations to their wedding, he had been hit by a car and bowled headlong down the road. His skull had cracked on a cast-iron kerbing, and he had died before the vehicle that hit him had reversed and driven away. Two witnesses had testified to the event, but neither driver nor vehicle had ever been traced.

My mother had never stopped loving him. He had gone at the peak of her passion for him, and was irreplaceable. And he left her nothing but me.

Then, as now, only a few people made a decent living from novel-writing, and my mother was not one of them. But by supplementing her income with rural despatches for women’s magazines, she had managed to feed and clothe us both; but that was about all. I started at the village school, but she had higher ambitions for me. By working harder and tightening her belt still further, she sent me off to prep school, then, like her brothers, to Eton. But there was not a penny left for anything else. If I wanted something, I had to go out and earn it during my school holidays.

This had left me with curiously mixed memories of childhood. I had loathed my penury at school and developed an aggressive chippiness while I flung myself at my books to make up for it. But I had loved my holidays, working for a gentle and talented old furniture maker and spending every penny I earned on saving for, then keeping, my first ugly little Welsh cob of a pony.

Ugly he may have been, but he meant a great deal to me, and from him I learned nearly all that I ever learned about horses. After I had schooled him to win his first hunter trials with my heels barely a foot off the ground, I trained him to harness, and bought myself a small thoroughbred from a rich but understanding neighbour.

All through this time, and afterwards, when I had managed a modest exhibition to a modest Oxford college, my mother had encouraged and supported me. She had devoted her life to the memory of my father; and me. Which was why now, quite uncharacteristically, I tried hard with my filial duties.

I had telephoned that Sunday morning before I set off, and felt a twinge of guilt that I had left the arrangement to the last minute.

‘I tell you what,’ I had said, ‘as I’ve given you no warning, I’ll take you out to lunch.’

‘But can you afford it, Archie?’

‘Sure,’ I lied, thinking that I was already five hundred quid over my overdraft limit.

In the hour it took to drive to my mother’s, I briefly considered the state of my finances.

The mortgage on my house and twenty-five acres, and Sharon the groom’s wages were my largest outgoings. Or at least they should have been. But somehow keeping my old but thirsty car, a lorry and three horses on the road seemed to use twice as much.

And the more time I spent with my horses, the less time I had to make any money to pay for them. Up until a year ago, I had been managing to keep one jump ahead, but the property price collapse of the late eighties had driven a stave through the rotten and corrupt body of the art market, and it was becoming hard to sell anything at  any price. Spenders were very thin on the ground now, and when one, like Drury, gave even a hint of wanting to throw some business my way, I was not about to make him pass a morality test before accepting his commission.

I found my mother in her small back garden, where it bordered the gushing winter stream. Her slight body was wrapped in an army greatcoat, and a long woollen scarf framed her finely boned face. She looked up with pleasure from the task of pruning an ancient pear tree.

‘Archie, how lovely to see you.’ She walked briskly across the lawn to greet me, and immediately spotted the slight limp the previous day’s fall had caused me. Her forehead puckered. ‘You haven’t hurt yourself again, have you?’

‘Not badly. Just a very ordinary, unspectacular sort of a fall.’

‘Do you think you should still be doing it, Archie? After all, you’re not so young now.’

‘For God’s sake, Mother, I’m only thirty! Anyway, I’m in with a chance of the championship this year. Caesar’s going like a train, and I’ve been offered some very tasty rides next month. But I promise, if I win this season, I’ll retire gracefully.’

My mother chided me with a shake of her head. ‘I don’t know why you still care about beating those frightful Prideaux-Jameses.’

‘I think you do.’

‘I know how foul they were to you, but that was so long ago. You’ve proved yourself a dozen times since then. What does it matter now?’

‘It matters because for years I lay awake thinking of trouncing them on their own terms. I promised myself that one day I’d make them eat such a large helping of  humble pie they’d choke on it. If I broke the promise now, I’d always feel I’d let myself down.’

‘Dear old Archie. You always did take other people’s views of you so seriously. You’ll find in the end it’s the inner you, not anyone else’s perception of you, that matters.’

‘Yes, well, I dare say you’re right, but until then, I won’t be satisfied until I’ve taken the trophy from them and rubbed their faces in it.’

My mother laughed. ‘I think you’re mixing your metaphors a bit, and that’s something I really won’t tolerate. Anyway, come on in. It’s horribly cold out here. Let’s go and have a drink.’

In the small and warmly elegant drawing room, a fire was blazing. I thought of the times when even coal fires had to be eked out in this household, and recognised it as a sign of my mother’s affection. I poured two gins and tonic, and we sat down to talk about my horses and her work.

When she steered the conversation around to picture-dealing and my own finances, I was determined not to give her an excuse for offering me help. I thought of positive things to say.

‘I’m seeing a potential new punter this evening; a big one.’

‘Who’s that?’ my mother asked, pleased.

‘A particularly gross example of the unacceptable face of capitalism: Clive Drury.’

‘Oh,’ my mother said without enthusiasm, ‘I know about him.’

‘You would, though he doesn’t feature much on the arts pages of the Guardian. He says he has an order for me.’ I shrugged. ‘And one can’t be proud.’

‘Yes, it must be very difficult at the moment. I read that several gallery owners have got into terrible trouble.’

‘But don’t worry about me, Mother. My straits are not all that dire yet.’

‘You’d tell me, wouldn’t you, if they were?’

‘Of course,’ I said.

We ate lunch at an over-decorated, over-priced restaurant nearby, and I left my mother at the front door of her house, content with her son’s condition, physical, moral and fiscal.

On the way back to Herefordshire, I psyched myself up, as I might before a big hunter-chase, for whatever confrontation with Clive Drury awaited me.

 



The first quarter of an hour at Gazeley with Drury turned out to be more of a love-in than a confrontation.

I was plied with expensively dated Krug and treated to the proud owner’s monologue on his famous paintings. Drury almost took my hand as he led me round the ugly, Victorian appendage which was Gazeley’s picture gallery, where one of the finest private collections of eighteenth-and nineteenth-century sporting pictures hung. My opinion was sought and savoured. My views on bloodstock were deferred to.

A climax was reached when my services in procuring a pair of obscure, missing Fernleys were requested; a deal which he and I knew could be worth seventy or eighty thousand to me. I wondered when the sting was coming.

It did not take long.

As we walked down a long, gloomy corridor from the gallery to the drawing room, Drury quickened his pace, then spun round on his heel to block my path. His eyes hardened and his mouth assumed a small tight smile. He  tapped my chest with a sharp forefinger as he spoke.

‘There’s something else you must do for me if you accept this commission.’

I held my breath and tried not to blink.

‘You must sell me Caesar’s Consul.’

The unsteady vision before my eyes of seventy thousand mortgage-slaying pounds faded as fast as it had appeared.

Drury’s cold, iron-hard eyes did not.

Especially when I laughed.

‘You seriously think I’d sell Damian the championship for seventy grand?’

‘Fifty,’ Drury hissed. ‘I’ll allow you to make fifty on the deal.’

I side-stepped and carried on walking past Drury.

‘Where the hell do you think you’re going?’ he shouted after me.

I did not look back. ‘Home,’ I said.

I could almost hear the effort the angry man made to control himself. ‘Hang on, Archie.’ He gave a bluff boom of a laugh. ‘I still want the Fernleys. Let’s have another drink and talk about it.’

I did not believe him, but, I shrugged to myself, it would be entertaining to see what he tried next. I turned. ‘It’ll take more than a few bottles of Krug to persuade me to sell the Consul, but I’m quite happy to let you try.’

Drury gave me a fine exhibition of his famous chameleon-like charm. His eyes and mouth beamed convincingly. He caught up with me and we carried on down the corridor.

In the drawing room, we stood by blazing logs in a fine Adam fireplace. Drury rang for a nervous Filipino and ordered more champagne while he filled two glasses from  a bottle that was already there. He handed me a glass, and put a large forearm around my shoulders.

‘Damian’s so desperate to win the championship,’ he shrugged. ‘You can’t blame me for trying. At least,’ he laughed, ‘give me credit for knowing you simply wouldn’t sell the animal. I must admit I thought fifty thousand would tempt you.’

‘It did, but not for long.’

‘The thing is, Damian’s got a better chance this season than both the Prideaux-Jameses. You’re the man to beat. And there are very few horses qualified for the Foxhunters at Cheltenham and Aintree.’

‘I’m well aware of that,’ I answered. ‘Most people thought I was mad to take the Consul hunting this year. But he gave me a few very good days.’ To qualify for the Aintree Foxhunters, a horse had to have hunted regularly that season and this can be risky - for horse and jockey - with a fit, hot-blooded chaser.

‘I’m afraid Damian didn’t want to hunt The Twister,’ Drury said, not disguising his disparagement.

‘I’m not surprised,’ I said. ‘That horse isn’t an easy ride. But he could have got one of the grooms or someone else to qualify him.’

‘He could have, but quite frankly, the horse is a bloody liability out hunting and no one would take him.’

I thought that was likely. If I had been a groom at Gazeley, having seen a hint of Clive Drury’s ill-temper, I would not have risked getting the blame for putting the forty-thousand-pound chaser out of action.

‘Maybe next year,’ I shrugged.

‘Next year!’ Drury snorted. ‘No one ever won anything by waiting till next year. You may be aware that I run a company worth hundreds of millions. I created it from  the wreck of a business that was run by people who were always prepared to wait for next year. When I want results, I want them now. I’ve piled a lot of money into Damian’s racing, and I want to see a result.’

‘He’s done pretty well so far,’ I said. ‘He’ll probably beat both the Prideaux-Jameses. That’s something I’ve been trying to do for ten years, and I’m not giving up now.’

‘The only way Damian’s got as far as he has is because I bought him the best horses in the country for the job.’

‘You haven’t bought him the best. And what’s more, you’re not going to.’

The Filipino sidled in with the champagne. Drury nodded at him to open a bottle and pour two more glasses, then turned back to me with angry eyes. I wondered why he was so anxious to see his son succeed.

When we were alone again, he said quietly, ‘Of course, it’s not important.’ He gulped the contents of his glass and slammed it down on the marble top of a chiffonier. He strode towards the door of the room. He did not look back. ‘Help yourself to champagne,’ he said. ‘And let me know when you’ve changed your mind about the horse.’

It was probably fortunate that before I could ask him if he still wanted the pictures, he had left the room. He was not a man to chase for a deal.

I picked up one of the bottles, sat in a large sofa by the fire, with my back to the door, and contemplated the proposition that finally seeing my boyhood enemies getting their come-uppance was going to lose me at least fifty thousand - a lot of money for a quick sip from the sweet cup of revenge.

I sighed. Of course, it was not just that.

There was also straightforward, personal vanity, which  is a famously expensive beast to maintain.

‘Hello.’ A woman’s voice, low and warm.

I resisted the urge to turn and see who had come into the room; I had guessed anyway.

‘Have you been annoying my father?’

I stood and turned to greet Amanda. She walked up to me and leaned forward to offer a dimpled cheek for a kiss.

‘I hope so,’ I answered.

‘You did. He’s just stormed off in a helluva mood. Odd really. He normally only gets like that if money’s involved. And I shouldn’t have thought you had enough to worry him.’

‘As a matter of fact, he was trying to give me money.’

‘Of course. He was trying to buy a horse from you?’

‘Together with a large inducement: a commission to acquire a couple of very expensive pictures.’

‘He must think a lot of you. That’s remarkably subtle for him.’

Amanda took a glass from the drinks table and poured herself some champagne.

‘I’m sorry he left so abruptly. Can I make up for his bad manners by offering you dinner?’

I had drunk a bottle and a half by now. Tomorrow morning’s exercising was too distant a prospect to intrude on the short struggle between the forces of vice and virtue. Vanity and lust won; easily.

‘I should say that’s the least you could do,’ I answered.

‘It probably will be,’ she said.

 



Dinner, in a small sitting room near the kitchen, was not of great gastronomic significance. In the absence of the master of the house and any other guests, the staff had  disappeared to their flat in a distant wing of the house. Amanda volunteered to make an omelette, into which, besides half-a-dozen eggs, she hurled spices, mushrooms, chillis, pieces of ham and anything else that seemed appropriate. The eating of it was enhanced by some top-of-the-range Burgundy, and her own, undivided attention.

She did not want to talk about herself. She said she wanted to know all about me; my racing and my work.

I told her a bit about the picture trade. The last thing I wanted was her sympathy, so I tried to give a positive version of my current activities within it.

‘But you’re skint,’ she said simply. ‘I heard my father telling Damian, and he’s never wrong about that sort of thing. He can check anyone out.’

‘Not everything’s checkable,’ I said enigmatically.

‘He certainly thought you’d sell Caesar’s Consul for the right money. It was Damian who said he’d have to wrap it up in some other deal.’

‘He was almost right,’ I admitted.

‘Poor Damian,’ his sister said. ‘He’s not that interested in the whole thing. I don’t think he even particularly likes horses.’

‘So why does he do it?’ I asked, though I thought I already knew.

‘You may have noticed that despite the effort he makes, my father’s still a bit short on social cachet. He’s so rich and makes money for so many grand, snotty people that they pretend not to notice. But that doesn’t fool him. He thinks the only way he’ll be regarded as a gent is if he’s prepared to lose a lot of money for the sake of some old-fashioned sport. And Damian doesn’t have much talent for anything else, so that’s become his task;  to give the Drurys a bit of class. It’s rather pathetic, isn’t it?’

‘And Damian goes along with it?’

‘You’ve seen him. He hasn’t got much choice.’

‘I feel rather sorry for the poor little tit.’

‘I wouldn’t. Anyway, my father is not very sporting in his pursuit of sporting success, so don’t imagine you’ll get away with refusing him. He’s an utter bastard, and he wouldn’t know a scruple if you shoved one up his arse with a sledgehammer.’

‘I’ll remember not to try that, then,’ I said. ‘And what do you know about scruples?’

‘I don’t know much about scruples,’ she said with a slow smile, ‘but I know a bit about screwing.’

An hour or two later, I discovered that this was something of an understatement.

With Amanda for RSM, no soldier standing to attention on a three-hour parade would have had any inclination to faint.

Her skill in maintaining interest was remarkable. She knew about erogenous zones I never knew I had. Her whole body seemed made for making love. Her lips were greedy, but giving. Her hips thrust eagerly, shuddered, melted and thrust again. Her fingers searched with tingling tips, caressed and excited every square inch of my skin. Her warm, damp breasts, big-nippled with the texture of ripe plums, were above me, beneath me and beside me. Her buttocks were tense, then yielding and her legs wound themselves around my torso, my waist, and, finally, my back as her hands grasped my thighs and we brought the act to a quivering, mind-numbing finale.
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When it comes to corruption and murder
there’s no easy way out

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





