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About the Book


It was only a horse race, but it could make Kelly Connor’s reputation. Unfortunately there was more riding on Pendero’s back at Ascot than a young jockey’s career. There was the biggest gamble in the unsavoury life of trainer Harry Short. There was the decadent livelihood of Ibn Fayoud, the rich playboy son of an Arab sheikh. And for Jack Butler, the successful bookmaker, there was the sweetest, most dangerous deal imaginable . . .  It was only a horse race, but it led Kelly Connor into a deadly international conspiracy of blackmail, seduction and murder.
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    Chapter 1

  




  

    The air-conditioning in the large blue Mercedes had been pumping out cold air for forty-five minutes, but the sweat was still trickling down the two rolls of fat on the driver’s neck. The smell in the car – essence of Harry Short, mingling with stale cigar smoke – was none too sweet but Harry didn’t mind. He was a good three stones overweight, it was the hottest summer on record and he was just about to become the most successful racehorse trainer in Britain. If that wasn’t an excuse for generating a bit of your own heat, what was?

  




  

    Harry shifted his bulk in the seat of the car and smiled, an unnerving sight. Just over six foot tall with straight brown hair cut brutally short at the sides, he looked like a bouncer who somewhere along the line had got lucky, which is what he was. There was a high colour to his cheeks, suggesting a man with a temper straining at the leash like an angry Rottweiler. Sometimes the leash snapped. Right now the thought of his  horse Pendero getting beaten this afternoon made him grip the large steering wheel so tightly he could feel the moisture squeezing from his palms. It had been a year, a year of planning. If it all went wrong, he really didn’t know what he would do. Some act of mindless violence probably.

  




  

    He loosened the collar of his shirt where a water-line of sweat was visible.

  




  

    ‘Can’t happen,’ he muttered. ‘Cannot happen.’

  




  

    He pressed a fat finger at the car radio and the sound of strings filled the car. Mantovani, he loved it. Sweet, soft and easy – everything Harry Short was not.

  




  

    There were two ways to win the flat trainers championship, Harry reflected. One was to be born into a rich racing family, like the two chinless wallies above him in the current winners table, Edward Denton and Ian Gardem. Harry winced at the mere thought of them. Without inherited wealth, those two couldn’t have held down a job mucking out, let alone training expensive horses. Their success had been assured the moment their mothers had lain back and thought of England. No way was Harry Short hung up on class – he just hated any bastard that went to public school.

  




  

    Then there was the other way to the top, Harry’s way. He had been born into a poor family in Doncaster. Everything he knew about horses he had learnt from the gypsies who camped south of the racecourse. He understood horses – or, rather, they understood him and his none too subtle methods. Briefly he had wanted to be a jockey but, as little  Harry became big Harry, the dream receded.

  




  

    He worked the clubs for a while, on the security side, but racing was what mattered to him. Thanks to a spot of friendly pressure – Harry didn’t like to think of it as blackmail – he landed a job as assistant to a trainer with an unfortunate fondness for curb-crawling on Saturday nights and, within a couple of years, he had seen more of the underbelly of racing than the Dentons and Gardems would see in a lifetime. When his boss was obliged to retire after someone thoughtlessly exposed him to the press, Harry Short took over the yard.

  




  

    Today, ten years later, Harry was a name to be reckoned with. He wasn’t liked by those who ran racing, or by other trainers. He wasn’t much liked by his owners either; he treated them with careless contempt. But he did get winners when it mattered.

  




  

    Like at 3.30 this afternoon at Ascot with a four-year-old called Pendero.

  




  

    Harry smiled. It was the sweetest deal you could imagine. Pendero had run four times this season and his form, which read 4-3-5-2, was enough for the handicapper to give him nine stone for the race at Ascot. But then, on this occasion, the handicapper was himself working under a handicap. He didn’t know, for example, that Pendero’s best distance was a mile and a half. All he knew was that the horse was better than average over a mile. He didn’t know either that last time out, his jockey had been warned that if he was seen doing anything more strenuous than breathing during the race he would get a good hiding. He didn’t know that, just to make sure, his trainer had  put an extra stone of lead in his weight cloth to anchor him.

  




  

    The Kings’ Food Handicap, Ascot, was hardly the richest race in the calendar, being worth a mere £20,000 to the winner, but for Harry Short it mattered more than a classic. It would give him what he needed to crack the magic circle of fashionable trainers: a blue-chip owner rather than the fly-by-night builders, nightclub owners and footballers that he mostly dealt with at present. A moneyed lord would do it but an Arab was even better. It gave you credibility, class – suddenly everybody would want to know him.

  




  

    Harry had set his sights on Ibn Fayoud al Hassan, which translated as Son of Fayoud of the House of Hassan. His English friends called him Ibn or Ib for short. The house in question happened to be royal. In Arab terms that meant rich, too, which was more than could be said for most of the British variety.

  




  

    It was rumoured in the business that young Ibn Fayoud was in a spot of financial bother. He was something of a playboy, very different from his famous wealthy father. According to Harry Short’s sources, he owed a cool £600,000 to Reg Butler Ltd, a chain of bookmakers much respected by gamblers on account of the risk of quite serious injury to the person if you didn’t respect them.

  




  

    Jack Butler now ran the firm. He was thirty-six and not an unreasonable man; he knew you didn’t go around breaking the legs of rich Arabs who owed you a bit of cash – at least not if the Arab in question had a daddy for whom the honour of the family was more important than a mere six-figure gambling debt. On  the other hand, the Butler family honour mattered too. Once the word spread that Jack was owed six hundred big ones by someone who was still walking around in perfectly good health, his reputation would take no end of a hammering. So one of Jack’s men had a quiet word with Ibn Fayoud to the effect that, if he didn’t see his way to clearing the debt plus interest by the end of the season, Mr Butler would have no alternative but to take his problem to the Sheikh.

  




  

    It was at the Newmarket Craven meeting that Ibn Fayoud, now desperate, was approached by an unlikely benefactor in the form of Harry Short. He had heard of Ibn Fayoud’s little problem and he had a solution. In three months’ time he would give the young Arab a stone cold certainty to clear his debts in one. All he would expect in return was that Ibn Fayoud should move his nine horses, currently being trained by Ian Denton, to Harry’s yard. Ibn Fayoud had agreed.

  




  

    Harry had booked a good apprentice to ease Pendero’s task. With the seven-pound claim reducing his weight, the horse couldn’t lose. The apprentice could even make a cockup and still win. Harry chuckled. Cockup? It was hardly the right phrase when his apprentice was one Kelly Connor.

  




    The day started badly for Kelly. She’d had to ride out three lots before setting off for Ascot in her rusty Saab. Then she had a puncture on the way to the races. By the time she reached the weighing room, Harry Short was steaming like a pressure cooker.

  




  

    ‘Walked the course yet?’ he snapped by way of  introduction. This was their first meeting.

  




  

    Heads turned in the weighing room. Harry Short’s rages were legendary and this one was warming up nicely.

  




  

    ‘My car—’

  




  

    ‘I’m not interested in your fucking car.’

  




  

    Kelly sighed. ‘I’m here,’ she said, her smile sweet, her tone razor-sharp and so quiet that only Harry could hear. ‘I know the course. If the horse is good enough, I’ll win. Nothing else matters. All right . . . sir?’

  




  

    Harry was taken aback. He wasn’t used to back-chat, not from female apprentices anyway. He flushed a deeper red. ‘Get yourself ready then,’ he growled and strode out of the weighing room.

  




  

    It had taken five years for Kelly Connor to reach this moment, five years of hardship and dedication, five years of trying to make the world ignore the fact that she was bright, intelligent, goodlooking and female. Racing, she discovered, had no time for looks in a jockey; it distrusted brains. Her appearance – dark, slim, pale-skinned – which, in any other profession, would have been an advantage, was for her a liability.

  




  

    Ever since she left school, she had worked for Bill Templeman, who kept a small string of horses but had a big reputation as a trainer. Bill and his wife Annie had been impressed by the way Kelly rode from the day she’d arrived on their doorstep. They had expected competence – after all, she was Frank Connor’s daughter – but Kelly had something more: judgement yoked with an iron determination to win  at all costs. There was a touch of class to her.

  




  

    Bill had given her as many rides as he could but, with only twenty horses in his yard, the chances were limited. It had been Kelly who had pushed her career forward by ringing other trainers, riding work for as many people as she could, picking up whatever spare rides were going. Soon she had established a reputation as one of the most professional apprentices riding, and great value for her seven pounds. All she needed now was the opportunity to do well for one of the big stables. Then she would be on her way. The call from Harry Short asking her to ride Pendero at Ascot was what she’d been waiting for.

  




  

    She had hesitated briefly. Short had a reputation as a ruthless womanizer – there had been talk of stable girls in his yard being the subject of his hefty, unpleasant attentions – and she was not naive enough to think that she was the only good apprentice available. So why her?

  




  

    ‘Just get to the course in time for us to walk it,’ he had ordered.

  




  

    Kelly dismissed Short from her mind as she pulled on her silk breeches and changed into the orange and black colours of Pendero’s owner Colonel Twyford. She had more important matters to think about.

  




    In a small, tidy flat in Newmarket, Frank Connor sat in front of his television, occasionally glancing at his watch. Kelly’s race was in forty-five minutes’ time. It was unlike her not to ring him from the racecourse as soon as she arrived. Both of them had become used to this ritual, which had nothing to do  with advice – Kelly was beyond needing help of that kind from her father – but was simply a ritual. ‘Good luck, girl.’ ‘Thanks, Da.’ It set them both up for the afternoon.

  




  

    Normally Frank would have dismissed any worries about Kelly from his mind. An important spare ride, a notoriously difficult trainer for whom she had never ridden before: it was hardly surprising that she had forgotten to phone. After all, nobody knew the pressures of racing better than Frank Connor: Irish champion jockey at nineteen, winner in one season of both the George VI, the Gold Cup and the Irish National at twenty-three, and then at twenty-nine washed-up, just another has-been with a dodgy past. He knew all about the ups and downs, the winners and the losers. Most of all, the losers.

  




  

    Frank Connor hated memories – there were no trophies in his flat, the only framed racing photographs were of Kelly – but recently the past had been stalking him like a hungry wolf. Not the winners, the laughs in the weighing room, the champagne, the congratulations, but the other side: clipped instructions over the phone, secret meetings, the look of bewilderment on trainers’ and owners’ faces, the jeers of the punters who knew, almost by instinct, that Frank boy, yesterday’s folk hero, was now Connor, just another bent jock on the skids.

  




  

    Once they got their claws into you, there was no escape. Frank had started drinking – not champagne in the Members’ Bar now, but whisky on the morning of the race. The whirlpool of corruption and failure dragged him down faster with every season. There  were scandals, rumours: he lost the best job in Irish racing, that of stable jockey to Tim Collins. Soon the only spare rides he was offered were dodgy jumpers, non-triers; the only trainers who used him were those who hadn’t heard that Frank Connor was finished.

  




  

    ‘Stop it,’ Connor whispered to himself, trying to concentrate on the television, which was showing the race before Kelly’s. That was the thing about the past. It wouldn’t let you go. Even when you thought you’d shaken it – a new chapter, a new generation, a new future – it played itself again and again.

  




  

    He opened a can of alcohol-free lager and thought of the day when he’d lost it all. Driving to Naas with his wife Mary to ride a novice that would surely bury him, the past caught up with him on a bend in the road outside Cork. Maybe it was the booze racing through his veins, or the worry, or simply fear. Whatever the cause, the result was the same. Connor’s car had left the road at seventy miles an hour; he had hardly hit the brakes before it piled into a tree. He had regained consciousness twenty-four hours later and, when they had told him, he wished that he hadn’t. Mary, one of the few people in Ireland who had trusted him, was dead. Killed, and by what? Racing? Corruption? No. Frank knew there was only one answer: Mary had been killed by her own husband.

  




  

    His life had changed that day. He had quit racing and had never touched another drop of alcohol. In an attempt to escape the past, he had brought his daughter Kelly to England and settled in Newmarket where he worked part time in a garage. He had never spoken of the past to Kelly and had never encouraged her  passion for horses. He had done everything in his power to stop her working in a yard after she had left school but racing was the only thing that interested her.

  




  

    In spite of himself, Frank had willed her to succeed. He gave her advice on race-riding and, more importantly, warned her of the pitfalls and temptations ahead of her. But not only was Kelly a good little rider, she was wise, cooler by far than he had been at her age. It began to look as if she might just make it as long she, too, could escape the past.

  




  

    The telephone rang and Frank leapt across the room.

  




  

    ‘Kelly,’ he said happily. ‘I was worried that—’

  




  

    ‘Have you spoken to her?’

  




  

    It was the voice that, over the past week, he had come to dread.

  




  

    Frank hesitated. ‘You’ll be finding out soon, sure enough.’

  




  

    ‘Connor, we mean business. We’ve asked you for one little favour. One little item of parental influence.’

  




  

    ‘You’ve . . . you’ve got nothing to worry about.’

  




  

    ‘Good. Because all you had to do was explain very gently to your little girl not to try too hard this afternoon. We really hope you’ve done what you were told.’

  




  

    ‘Have you finished?’ Connor gripped the receiver with anger. ‘I have a race to watch.’

  




  

    ‘Oh, we’re watching too, don’t worry. It’s going to be just like the old days. Watching a Connor pulling the back teeth out of a good thing.’

  




  

    Frank Connor slammed down the receiver. In the background, the television commentator was reading out the runners and riders for the 3.30 at Ascot.

  




  

    Just like the old days. The past was back. The past was now. But this time he was ready for it.

  




    Kelly Connor had weighed out and was trying not to think of her father as she stood, waiting for Harry Short to collect the saddle. Although winning on Pendero was all that mattered now, it bothered her that she had been unable to ring Newmarket. Her father had been quiet and preoccupied over the last few days; Kelly had sensed that he had something to tell her but for some reason was holding back. Perhaps if Pendero won it would cheer him up.

  




  

    The assistant to the Clerk of the Scales approached her. ‘Call for you, Connor,’ he said, nodding in the direction of a telephone in the corner. Kelly smiled with relief.

  




  

    ‘I’ll keep an eye on your saddle.’ Damien Gould, one of the older jockeys Kelly seemed to meet every time she went racing, stood beside her. ‘If Fat Harry turns up I’ll give you a shout.’

  




  

    ‘Thanks, Damien,’ said Kelly. ‘I won’t be a minute.’ She gave him the saddle and hurried across to the telephone.

  




  

    ‘Hi,’ she said eagerly.

  




  

    ‘Hello.’ The cool, laconic voice was not that of her father. ‘This is Giles Williams, Associated Press. Do you have a moment?’

  




  

    ‘A moment?’ Kelly tried to conceal her impatience. ‘I’m about to ride in a race.’

  




  

    ‘Sorry,’ said Williams dismissively. ‘I’m not much of a racing man myself. I work on the magazine. Now,’ the man ignored Kelly’s attempt to interrupt him, ‘I don’t want to do the interview right this minute but I was hoping to set up a meeting when I could come down and see you at work for a sort of “Day in the Life of a Leading Woman Apprentice” piece.’

  




  

    ‘I can’t think of that—’

  




  

    ‘Hopes, ambitions, boy friends, what you have for breakfast – human interest stuff. Anyway, I’ll call you at your Mr Templeman’s tomorrow morning, if I may. I think it could do you a bit of good, don’t you?’

  




  

    ‘All right. Tomorrow morning. Listen, I must go now. I—’

  




  

    ‘Are you going to win?’ Williams’ voice was deceptively casual.

  




  

    ‘Hope so.’ Kelly hung up. Quickly she tried to phone her father but his line was engaged. She returned to where Damien was standing.

  




  

    ‘Would you believe it? Some bloody journalist wanting an interview.’

  




  

    Damien smiled with a hint of envy. It had been years since he was asked for a press interview. ‘Lucky old you,’ he said.

  




  

    At that moment, Harry Short bustled into the weighing room to collect the saddle. Kelly was grateful that he hadn’t seen her talking on the telephone. No doubt that would have been a cue for another public exhibition of bad temper.

  




  

    ‘Thanks, Damien,’ she said quietly.

  




  

    Gould watched her as she listened to Harry Short’s instructions. Pretty little thing, she was. Too pretty  for this game. For a moment, he felt bad about the task in hand, but then he thought of the money. Five grand to make sure a girl apprentice didn’t win. It was going to be so easy, it was almost criminal.

  




    Would she win? Kelly pondered the journalist’s question as she walked out to the paddock. The previous night, she had looked at the form and concluded that, even with her seven-pound claim, Pendero would be lucky to run into a place. Yet Harry, for all his bluster, was a shrewd trainer and his confidence was infectious. You’re only as good as your last race, they said, but Kelly knew that this particular race mattered more than most. If she won a good, televised handicap at Ascot, the offers would start coming in. On the other hand, ride a bad race and nobody would want to know.

  




  

    As if reading her thoughts, Damien Gould winked at her as they made their way through the crowd around the paddock. ‘Good luck, sexy,’ he muttered. Kelly smiled.

  




  

    Pendero looked magnificent. A strongly built grey, he was bred to be a sprinter but by some genetic queue-jumping had inherited his great-grandfather’s stamina. He had been weak as a two-year-old but last season had won a couple of good races over a mile. Yet this year, nothing.

  




  

    Harry introduced her to the horse’s owner Colonel Twyford, a red-faced old enthusiast who looked as if his heart would give out with too much excitement.

  




  

    ‘He’s straightforward,’ said Harry, speaking to her with a quiet authority which Kelly found strange after  his behaviour in the weighing room. ‘Just settle him halfway down the field and aim to hit the front at the furlong marker. He stays well and he’s got plenty of speed, so make sure you don’t get into trouble.’

  




  

    The sun was warm on Kelly’s back and her confidence was growing with every stride as she cantered down to the start. Pendero was class; he didn’t pull but took a nice hold of the bridle and had a long, easy stride that seemed to eat up the ground. For the first time, she understood what it was like to ride a real racehorse. Used to pushing tired, scraggy second-raters round the likes of Wolverhampton and Leicester, she now knew what she had been missing. It was like a pub pianist being let loose on a Steinway grand.

  




  

    When she reached the start, Kelly let Pendero stop blowing before getting the girths checked and then made her way behind the stalls as the starter called out the jockeys’ names and the handlers began to load them up. Pendero was drawn between Damien’s horse Come Tomorrow and a big black horse ridden by Paul Clark which was known to be difficult to load up and normally entered the stalls last.

  




  

    ‘Where you going?’ Damien called across as they waited in the stalls.

  




  

    Kelly pulled down her goggles. ‘Halfway,’ she shouted, and at that moment Clark’s horse barged into the stalls and head-butted the front gate. Clark whipped the hood off its head and, within two seconds, the starter had pulled the lever and they were off.

  




  

    Kelly caught hold of Pendero’s mane as he sprang  forward and was immediately into his stride. Once her body had adjusted to the new pace, she let go and settled him into the middle of the field as planned.

  




  

    The ground was riding on the fast side and, as the field raced down the hill and picked up speed, Kelly found that she was only just able to hold her position. Even in this company, the race would not be run at such speed to the finish, so Kelly settled Pendero and waited for the pace to slow down. They had taken the bend at the bottom of the hill and were facing the uphill run to the finish that would sort the field out when Kelly felt Pendero hit his stride and begin to feel comfortable. He seemed to prefer galloping uphill and as they reached the final bend, she moved easily up into fifth place.

  




  

    She took a quick look round. Nothing was going as well as Pendero. All she had to do was steer him and they’d be certain to win. She was imagining the post-race TV interview when the horse directly in front of her began to tire. There was room enough to move up on his inside but she was going so well that cheekiness of that sort was a needless risk. It was as she pulled to go round on the outside that it happened. Suddenly a horse appeared from nowhere and knocked her off balance towards the rails. Pendero briefly lost momentum but, in the time it took him to find his feet, the gap on the rails had disappeared. Kelly suddenly found herself tightly boxed in behind a horse going backwards.

  




  

    She looked across at the jockey who stayed tight on her outside. It was Damien.

  




  

    ‘You’re going nowhere, sexy,’ he said, almost  conversationally. ‘You’re staying with me.’

  




  

    In the stands, Harry Short gripped his binoculars with rage. ‘She’s losing her place,’ he hissed through his teeth. ‘The bitch has got herself boxed in.’ Nearby, a pale, good-looking young Arab looked away from the race as if his last best hope had just died. On the rails, a bookmaker smiled.

  




  

    One hundred miles away, Frank Connor groaned as he sat in front of the television. ‘Oh, jeez, Kelly,’ he said. ‘They’ve done you now.’

  




  

    The horse in front of Pendero was losing ground so quickly that, short of standing up in the irons and pulling Come Tomorrow’s back teeth out, Damien Gould had no alternative but to go on, leaving Kelly behind him but now lengths off the leader. Those few immobilizing seconds would be enough to earn him his money. He kicked on. Maybe his horse would run into a place.

  




  

    Behind Damien, Kelly Connor despairingly pulled Pendero from the rails and into Come Tomorrow’s slipstream. The horse had lost his stride and, with less than a furlong and a half to go, the two leaders were battling it out some six lengths adrift of her. Briefly, like a distant echo, Kelly heard the voices which had haunted her ever since she had started riding in races. No strength, these women jockeys, no battle in them, no bottle. She changed her grip on the reins and, once again, Pendero was running. As Kelly passed Come Tomorrow, she knew she was riding for nothing now but her own pride.

  




  

    Pendero felt as if he was giving his all but, a furlong from home, Kelly picked up her whip and gave him  one good crack behind the saddle to make certain. The response was immediate. The early pace began to tell on the leading horses and, as Pendero lengthened his stride, they lost their rhythm, began to come back to him. There was just a slight chance. No strength, no battle, no bottle. With a hundred yards to run Kelly gave him one more crack, and then rode him out with hands and heels as the final uphill run took its toll on the leaders. Fifty yards from the post she passed them and won going away by a length and a half.

  




    ‘She did it!’ Frank Connor danced around the flat in Newmarket, laughing, tears in his eyes. The television was showing replays of the race’s final stages: each time it looked as if Pendero could not possibly win and each time, in relentless slow-motion, she did. The commentator’s words, ‘Superbly ridden race . . . look at the way she kept him balanced . . . a tremendously promising apprentice’, filtered through to Frank. Today it was all worth it, the pain of the past, the hardships; he only wished Mary were alive to see this moment. It was the best day of his life, better than any of his own big winners.

  




  

    There was a ring at the door. With a joyful whoop, Frank bounded across the room. Maybe it was a neighbour, come to congratulate him. Or the milk-man collecting payment. Or Jehovah’s Witnesses. He didn’t care, he’d tell them all about his brilliant daughter. Beaming with pride, he opened the door.

  




  

    Two men stood before him, their hands hanging loose at their side. They wore heavy combat jackets  and dark glasses. One of them placed a large booted foot in the door before Frank could slam it. They pushed their way in, bolting the door behind them.

  




  

    ‘So,’ said the larger of the two men. ‘We hear congratulations are in order. Mind you, we’re not surprised. That’s why we stayed close at hand to help you celebrate.’

  




  

    Frank backed towards the wall, his eyes darting from one to the other. He knew why they were here and he knew he had no chance of escape, but he didn’t intend to go down without a fight.

  




  

    The smaller of the two men yanked the telephone lead from the wall and with a weary sigh pulled a baseball bat from inside his combat jacket.

  




  

    ‘You’re a loser, Connor.’ The man looked down at the weapon in his hand almost regretfully. ‘You were a loser as a jockey. Then you lost your wife. Now you’ve landed your daughter right in it.’

  




  

    As the man spoke, Frank lashed out at him with his right fist but missed as his target moved sharply to the side. The weight of his body kept Frank moving forward as another baseball bat crashed into his skull.

  




    Pendero’s lad could hardly speak for excitement as he led Kelly and his charge through the crowd at Ascot on their way to the winners’ enclosure. He’d quite forgotten that he had been among those who had assumed his guv’nor had taken leave of his senses when he booked a girl apprentice for the ride. ‘Brilliant,’ he gasped, looking back at her as he scurried along with one hand on the reins.

  




  

    ‘I couldn’t have done it without him,’ Kelly  beamed. She was thinking of her father and the call that she would shortly be making to him.

  




  

    Ahead, she saw Damien Gould glance round at her as Come Tomorrow was led away to be unsaddled. For a moment, Kelly held his stare with undisguised hostility.

  




  

    ‘You ain’t won nothing yet, sweetheart,’ he said quietly.

  




  

    Kelly looked away. There was something in the confidence of that leathery, taciturn face which, even in her moment of triumph, nagged at her like a distant alarm bell.

  




  




  

    Chapter 2

  




  

    ‘You nearly cocked that one up, didn’t you?’ Harry Short stood with his binoculars hanging round his neck in front of him as he reached out to pat Pendero. Apart from a dangerously high flush on his face and beads of perspiration on his brow, Harry showed little emotion as, amidst cheers from the crowd and shouted questions from a gaggle of pressmen, Kelly dismounted in the winners’ enclosure.

  




  

    ‘Someone didn’t want us to win, that was all,’ she said bending down to undo the surcingle. It had been too much to expect gratitude or congratulations from him. Her father had often told her never to expect anything from a pig but a grunt, and she smiled to herself as she thought of it.

  




  

    ‘In this game, darling,’ said Harry with the first hint of a smile, ‘no one wants you to win anything. Ever. Don’t forget to weigh in.’

  




  

    Kelly took off the saddle, gave Pendero a final pat  and, half answering requests for her first reactions from the press, skipped down the steps into the weighing room. In spite of her apparent coolness, her mind raced with thoughts of the future. She knew that one race would hardly change her career overnight but it had been a spectacular win and it had been on TV. It was a breakthrough, the first significant rung on the ladder to the top.

  




  

    She stepped on to the scales and called out her number to the Clerk at the desk, who looked up to check her weight. He was in his fifties, a typical racing functionary with horn-rimmed glasses and black hair slicked down with a military parting. There was something absurdly fussy about the way he looked at the scales, then down at the book in front of him, and then back at the scales. Kelly smiled.

  




  

    ‘You’re five pounds light,’ he said.

  




  

    At first Kelly thought he was joking, but Clerks of the Scales were not known for their sense of humour. She turned quickly round to look at the face of the huge black scales. She had weighed out at eight stone seven; now she was a shade under eight stone two. As the nightmare engulfed her, she felt sick to her stomach.

  




  

    ‘It’s not possible,’ she said quietly. ‘I put the lead in myself.’

  




  

    ‘Stay on the scales, please,’ said the Clerk. ‘Mr Morley.’ He called over a steward who was standing nearby. ‘The winner’s five pounds light.’

  




  

    Nick Morley, one of the new generation of stewards, walked quickly over to the scales, his  expression intent, to confirm what the Clerk had just said. Then he walked off to get a message announced over the tannoy system.

  




  

    Word of what had happened spread from the weighing room well before the announcement was made. Kelly stood, pale and drawn, as Morley returned to her. ‘The stewards will see you in five minutes,’ he told her. ‘You’d better give me your saddle and weight cloth.’

  




  

    ‘Objection to the winner by the Clerk of the Scales,’



































































 droned the public address system as if announcing the late arrival of a train.

  




  

    ‘Bitch!’ Harry Short burst into the weighing room like a tidal wave. Nick Morley quickly moved between him and Kelly. ‘Who was the bastard who paid you to do that?’ screamed the Yorkshireman.

  




  

    In a low, shaky voice, Kelly said, ‘It wasn’t me. I don’t know how it happened.’

  




  

    And then she remembered who’d looked after her saddle and the look on Damien’s face as they walked in.

  




  

    ‘You’re bent,’ Short was yelling, his eyes bulging in their sockets. ‘I’ll see you never get another ride.’

  




  

    Morley pushed him back, more firmly this time. ‘Any more of that, Short, and you’ll be in front of the stewards too.’

  




  

    Outside the weighing room, journalists were straining to hear what was being said. ‘D’you have any comment, Harry?’ one called out.

  




  

    Short looked at Kelly with hatred in his eyes.

  




  

    ‘You bet I do,’ he said.

  




  

    Jack Butler was chatting to a fellow bookmaker when the announcement came through.                                                                     Objection to the winner of



































































 – coolly he held up a finger like a man trying to catch the weather forecast on a distant radio –                                                                     Please hold your tickets.



































































 And then someone rushed up to the two men with the full story.

  




  

    ‘Oh dear,’ said Jack. ‘I’d better check where that leaves us.’ There could only be one result from this inquiry. He cuffed his friend on the shoulder. ‘See you later,’ he said.

  




  

    As he pushed his way through the crowd, racegoers nudged one another and nodded in his direction. One or two of the more daring said, ‘Wotcher, Jack!’ or ‘Got any tips, Jack?’ as he brushed past them. But he ignored them. Pillocks. These were the sort of people who stood behind him making idiot faces and waving as he talked to camera. Just because he appeared in their living room, the familiar TV bookie, they seemed to think they owned a part of him. Nobody owned Jack Butler.

  




  

    On the other hand, Jack Butler owned a few nobodies – indeed a few somebodies, now that he had Ibn Fayoud in his pocket.

  




  

    He looked at his watch. If he skipped off before the next race, he’d have a couple of hours with an ex-girl friend who lived nearby before driving back home. Time for a spot of the auld lang syne. He had earned it this afternoon.

  




  

    As he made his way back to his pitch on the rails Jack felt good, but not as good as he had anticipated. The look on that girl’s face as she was pulling  up after the post was troubling him. Ecstatic, over the bloody moon, and, to be fair, she deserved to be pleased with herself – she had ridden a blinder. Five pounds would have made no difference to the result. He just wished he hadn’t seen her face. It was like offering a child the biggest and best ice cream in the world and then knocking it out of her hand as she was about to taste it.

  




  

    An odd, unfamiliar feeling nagged at him. What the hell was it? Guilt? Conscience? Jack shook his head as if insulted by the very thought. She was young, good-looking, talented; Kelly Connor would survive this. He thought of the stewards’ inquiry, the scandal, the avenging fury of Harry Short. Maybe she wouldn’t survive it. It wasn’t his problem, was it? Suddenly he wanted to be away from the racecourse. Upstairs with Linzi, that would fix it.

  




  

    Twenty minutes later, after Pendero had been officially placed last, Jack gave an older man who worked for him a large manila envelope filled with £20 notes. ‘Jim, get this to Gould. I have some urgent business to see to.’

  




    Kelly had never attended a stewards’ inquiry, but she had heard all about them from her father. The stories he told made them seem absurd occasions, a line-up of bowler-hatted old buffers most of whom knew more about pig-sticking in the Punjab than riding a finish on a tired three-year-old. As she walked into the stewards’ room at Ascot, she saw that, in this at least, racing had changed little since her father’s day. The atmosphere was as tense as that  of a courtroom. Only Kelly had no one defending her.

  




  

    Colonel John Beamish, the senior steward, looked at Kelly with some distaste before turning to Nick Morley, the acting steward.

  




  

    ‘Mr Morley, perhaps you’d get proceedings under way.’

  




  

    ‘Yes, sir.’ Nick Morley took a step forward. ‘The facts are straightforward.’ He spoke with a clipped formality but Kelly sensed a note of regret in his voice. ‘The horse Pendero was given nine stone by the handicapper and its jockey Kelly Connor claims seven pounds. She weighed out correctly at eight stone seven. On weighing in, having won the race, however, she was found to be eight stone two pounds.’

  




  

    Kelly looked at Colonel Beamish. ‘The reason—’

  




  

    ‘You’ll get your chance in a moment,’ the colonel said briskly. ‘Please be quiet.’

  




  

    ‘Listen to your elders and betters’ was the implication. It was like being back at school.

  




  

    ‘I looked at the weight cloth, of course.’ Nick Morley reached down behind his chair and produced Kelly’s saddle and weight cloth. ‘There’s nothing wrong with it. None of the lead could possibly have fallen out on its own and as both the Clerk of the Scales and Miss Connor are certain that she went out at the correct weight, I can only conclude that lead was removed expressly and on purpose.’

  




  

    The steward on Beamish’s left roused himself. ‘Of course jockeys do lose weight during a race.’

  




  

    The colonel allowed the full fatuousness of this  remark to sink in before chuckling humourlessly. ‘If Billy Bunter was riding round the Grand National,’ he said, ‘the loss of five pounds might be understandable. But Connor,’ he glanced at Kelly’s trim form as if assessing a yearling, ‘is hardly likely to lose that much over a mile and a half, I would think.’

  




  

    There was another silence before Beamish said testily, ‘Well, Connor? What do you have to say for yourself?’

  




  

    Kelly was grateful that a full five minutes had elapsed since the moment when she looked at the scales and realized that she had been cheated out of the race. Sitting alone, she had been assailed by feelings of bewilderment and disappointment. As she thought of her father’s reaction, her eyes briefly filled with tears. But now she felt only a cold, implacable anger towards Damien Gould and whoever else had destroyed her ambitions and possibly the one career that she cared about.

  




  

    ‘I have only this to say.’ Kelly spoke with quiet dignity. ‘I wanted to win this race more than any other I’ve ridden in. Nothing would persuade me to lose a race. I’m innocent.’

  




  

    ‘None of which explains why you were five pounds light.’

  




  

    ‘I believe I have an explanation for that.’ The three stewards looked at her intently. In the silence, the sound of the stenographer’s pencil could be heard. ‘After I weighed out, I was waiting for Mr Short to collect the saddle and I was called to the phone. I gave the saddle to another jockey for what  must have been a minute or so. I can only think—’

  




  

    ‘A phone call?’ Beamish interrupted. ‘You’re just about to ride in a race at Ascot and you’re wandering off to chat on the phone?’

  




  

    ‘I thought it was my father. He likes to wish me luck. But—’ Kelly faltered, sensing that her story was beginning to sound absurd ‘it was only a journalist wanting an interview.’

  




  

    ‘A journalist.’ Colonel Beamish made a note on the pad in front of him. ‘I see.’

  




  

    ‘So what you’re saying,’ – Nick Morley took up the questioning – ‘is that you were called deliberately to the telephone and, while you were away, the lead was removed from your weight cloth.’

  




  

    ‘Yes, sir.’

  




  

    ‘And who was this journalist? Someone we can talk to?’

  




  

    ‘Someone called Giles Williams. Associated Press. I hadn’t heard of him.’

  




  

    ‘Williams?’ Colonel Beamish looked at his fellow stewards. ‘Nor have we,’ he said.

  




  

    ‘And the jockey?’ Of those questioning her, only Nick Morley seemed interested in her version of events.

  




  

    ‘That,’ said Kelly quietly, ‘was Damien Gould.’ And then, as it suddenly came to her, she added, ‘If it wasn’t him, it was the trainer.’

  




    Harry Short rarely gave interviews to press or television. Even in moments of triumph, after one of his horses had won a race, he gave the wrong impression. Red-faced, inarticulate, arrogant, he couldn’t  even be described as a rough diamond. Harry Short was merely rough.

  




  

    But today, for the first time in his life, he needed the press. He wanted all the publicity he could get. Nobody did that to him and got away with it.

  




  

    ‘So, Harry,’ the smooth-faced television interviewer looked warily at the angry trainer, ‘it would be fair to say you’re a disappointed man at this moment.’

  




  

    ‘Bloody right,’ said Short. ‘Wouldn’t you be if you’d just been cheated?’

  




  

    ‘There’s an inquiry going on as we speak so perhaps we should be careful—’

  




  

    ‘Careful?’ Short’s eyes flashed with anger. ‘I’ll be as careful as she was to make certain she lost me that race.’

  




  

    ‘You’re referring to—’

  




  

    ‘I’ll say it now, I don’t care who knows it.’ Harry Short turned to the camera, ignoring the interviewer’s attempts to interrupt him. ‘I gave Kelly Connor her big chance today and she’s fitted me up. I don’t know why or who’s paid her but only one person could remove five pounds from that weight cloth. It was her.’

  




  

    ‘Turning to the race itself—’

  




  

    ‘I curse myself for putting her on Pendero. Never trust a Connor, that’s what they used to say when her father was riding. And she’s a definite chip off the old crooked block. She’s finished in this game.’ Harry Short stabbed the air with an angry forefinger, spitting as he spoke. ‘Finished, got that?’

  




  

    ‘And now,’ the interviewer said hastily, ‘while  we’re waiting for the outcome of the stewards’ inquiry, let’s catch up on the results from elsewhere.’

  




  

    Still scowling, Short stormed off.

  




  

    The interviewer listened to his producer on the headphones. ‘Yes, of course it was slanderous, but don’t worry, we’re not talking about Jeffrey Archer. She’s only a bloody apprentice, for God’s sake.’

  




    ‘It’s a lie, sir.’

  




  

    Damien Gould knew all about stewards’ inquiries, he’d been up before them more times than he could remember, and he knew Colonel Beamish. Stand to attention, stare ahead like a private on parade, throw in a few ‘sirs’ and you were halfway there. ‘I don’t know why she would want to say that about me.’

  




  

    He sounded so plausible and looked so innocent that for a moment Kelly felt that maybe she’d been wrong about him.

  




  

    ‘But did you look after her saddle?’ The colonel allowed his impatience with this inquiry to show.

  




  

    ‘Of course, sir. She got a telephone call and she asked me to look after her saddle.’ As soon as the words were out, Kelly knew she’d been right.

  




  

    ‘I never—’ she interjected.

  




  

    ‘You’ve said your bit, Connor,’ Colonel Beamish snapped without looking at her. ‘Go on, Gould.’

  




  

    ‘Anyway, as we’re not allowed to leave our saddles unattended, I agreed to keep an eye on it for her. And that’s all I did.’

  




  

    Nick Morley leant over to Colonel Beamish and whispered something in his ear.

  




  

    ‘Yes, all right,’ the colonel nodded. ‘Step forward,  Connor. You’ve heard Gould’s testimony. Have you anything to add to it?’

  




  

    Kelly said, ‘If Damien Gould was so keen to help me, I’d like to know why he boxed me in two furlongs from home and tried to stop me making my challenge. Why wasn’t he trying to win the race himself?’

  




  

    ‘Gould?’

  




  

    ‘I don’t know what she’s talking about, sir.’

  




  

    ‘And then after the race,’ Kelly continued, ‘why did he say “You ain’t won nothing yet, sweetheart”.’

  




  

    ‘Gould?’

  




  

    ‘That’s not true, sir.’

  




  

    Colonel Beamish made another note on the pad in front of him. ‘It all sounds rather flimsy to me, Connor,’ he said wearily. He turned to Gould once more. ‘Do you have any further comments on what Connor has had to say for herself?’

  




  

    ‘I do, sir, but I shall keep them to myself if I may. After all,’ he looked at Kelly and smiled coldly, ‘there are ladies present.’

  




  

    ‘Thank you, Gould, you may go.’

  




  

    After Gould had left the inquiry, Harry Short was called in to give his own abusive detail of events. Kelly stood beside the stipendiary steward trying to hold back her tears. When Harry had finished, Colonel Beamish asked the other stewards if they had further questions. They shook their heads. Harry was dismissed but Kelly was told to wait outside while they made their decision.

  




  

    Barely one minute later she was called back in, and  while she was being given the inevitable news that Pendero had been disqualified and placed last, Nick Morley was relaying the same information to the public.

  




  

    ‘We will of course be referring the matter to the Jockey Club.’

  




  

    Colonel Beamish’s last words to Kelly were too much and as she turned and opened the door to leave, she quietly began to cry.

  




    Another day’s racing at Ascot was over, but the Members’ Bar was still noisy and crowded. Winning owners, surrounded by friends, family and hangers-on, relived their moment of victory over bottles of champagne, forgetting the countless times when they had driven home in silence after another expensive and disappointing day. This moment was what they owned racehorses for: they drank to the jockey, the trainer, the lad, all of whom were making their way home at the end of another working day.

  




  

    Racing journalists who had filed their copy hung around the bar, moving from group to group, accepting free drinks, picking up gossip. The talk was of a highly promising two-year-old owned by a shipping magnate that had trotted up on its first public appearance and was now ante-post favourite for next season’s Two Thousand Guineas, of the breathtakingly close finish to the big race of the day, and, of course, the astonishing business of Harry Short’s girl apprentice who had lost her race in the weighing room. Poor old Harry. You’d think he’d know better than to trust a Connor. Just like her father, that girl. Brilliant, but bent.

  




  

    Yet the noisiest party in the Members’ Bar was not being held by a winner and was avoided by journalists. For Ibn Fayoud, to go racing without treating a few friends to champagne at the end of the day was unthinkable. Here the conversation rarely touched on racing (although Serena, who said she had once been girl friend to a member of the royal family, claimed to have had a seriously successful gamble on the colt), it was about London, parties, who had spent the night with whom.

  




  

    Ibn Fayoud, who took his pleasure quietly, observed his friends with a smile on his face. He liked to take them to the racecourse because they protected him from the tiresome racing people – trainers, bloodstock agents, advisers to his father – who would try to impress him with their knowledge of and interest in his horses. Since the age of thirteen, Ibn Fayoud had taken what he wanted from life. His teens and early twenties were a riot of sexual and narcotic excess. Now he was like a little rich boy in a toy shop. He went out, he partied, he took his friends racing, but he was bored. Nothing mattered to him. Or almost nothing.
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Blackmail, seduction and murder — there’s more to
horseracing than meets the eye

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





