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				About the Book

				David Matthews, author of the critically acclaimed LOOKING FOR A FIGHT, needed a fresh challenge after he had recovered from being a professional boxer. Drawn to the slightly shady appeal of greyhound racing, and not averse to making some easy money, he decided to learn the tricks of the trade from the inside and buy a greyhound. Unfortunately Zussies Boy, aka Kevin, turned out to be something of a dud, and Matthews soon found out the hard way that in the world of greyhound racing there is only one winner – the hare.
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				Chapter 1

				I cracked open beer number four: just another day at the office. The traps flew open, and six scrawny-looking mutts sprang to life like a canine jack-in-the-box. The one dog, the four dog, the three, the five . . . Bleary-eyed I watched them scamper round the first bend through a hailstorm of sand in pursuit of a polyester bunny. Silly fuckers. They’d never catch that Day-Glo hare in a million years. Still, the dogs were not the only ones chasing a dream that night.

				Ten feet away from me, lurking in the shadows, a man with pork pie fingers riffled through a thick wad of dirty cash. I rubbed my eyes, looked again and the dogs had passed the post, the crowd roaring its time-honoured approval like so many Romans. But empty vessels make the most noise. For every vocal, lucky winner, there are ten fated, muted losers. I wondered, in that moment of glory, how many fortunes had been won and lost; how many hopes and dreams had been flittered away in the night air; how many children would go without new shoes or pocket money thanks to a father’s whim and £300 on a thing with four legs, two balls and no chance.

				Soon enough I was introduced to Lennie Knell, a shifty trainer with a story to sell, albeit unintentionally. He seemed eager to please, eager for sleaze: a small-time cheat with a big mouth. ‘You can’t ever mention that however,’ he muttered. Mention what exactly? ‘I mean, obviously what I’m doing is illegal.’ I was confused. I took a gulp of Red Stripe and crushed the can cos I could, cos I can. Ah . . . lager, lager, lager . . .

				Suddenly, an equally indiscreet and well-fed character added with a cheeky grin, ‘It’s all a fix. It’s all a twist.’

				Hustlers hustle and rustlers rustle and so the world turns. Greyhound racing, by anyone’s stretch, is a racket: man’s best friend takes on man’s second worst enemy,1 i.e. greed, generating an electrifying £1.6 billion in revenue every year. Somebody somewhere is getting fat. Why, I wouldn’t mind a lickle piece of that action myself. But if I was looking for an easy touch I had another think coming. It would not take long for me to find out that the only dead cert in greyhound racing is the hare. Everything else is a lottery. Or, as Winston Churchill had put it, ‘animated roulette’.

				Blindfolded by drink, tired and groggy, I was whisked away from the track on another diversion. I saw the shovels go to work. Bones were uncovered. A skull peered at me in the mist. Sweet Jesus, I’d been led to a mass grave. These old dogs, whose twisted remains lay rotting in the earth, had learnt a new trick all right: win or die. But how and where did this sort of thing go on? Where does a man kill a dog with a bullet to the back of the head: a farm, a clearing in the woods, the allotments up the road from Albert Square? Whatever. Location is immaterial at this point. I’d seen enough to be sucked in. Like an eighteenth-century duellist, I demanded satisfaction. I wanted more information, more dirt, more secrets and lies to satiate my lurid curiosity. I didn’t have long to wait.

				I could feel myself sinking. Concentrate, concentrate. I heard a voice say, with more than a touch of English relish, ‘Tonight, we chase down the criminals, at the dogs.’

				Fade to black.

				I came round, slowly. On the floor was half a can of beer. In my lap was a half-eaten pizza. In my mind was a half-baked idea.

				It was the usual tedious, suicidal winter night. December 2001. Slumped on a sofa in front of a portable TV in a dingy little flat in Paddington, west London, I had watched most of Kenyon Confronts – a BBC exposé on corruption in the world of greyhound racing – before drifting into the Witching Hour and then a 1a.m. resurrection. I call these moments of alcoholic, mindless inspiration ‘research’. This is how I get all my best ideas, by eating pizza, getting trashed and crashing out in front of the telly.

				From what I’d seen, or from what I thought I’d seen in the opening sixty seconds of the programme, the ‘voice’ a.k.a. eponymous hero Paul Kenyon, had managed to trip the light fandango through every conceivable stereotype and cliché of greyhound racing imaginable. Cheeky chappies, doping, snuffing out lame dogs, race fixing, you name it, the boy Kenyon had it all there bar the pencil line moustaches, camel hair coats and Arthur Daley.

				But if you’re born and raised in a place like the East End, which I was, and you’d had the odd, shall we say, ‘run in with the authorities’, which I had, then you take it for granted that a little bit of skulduggery is all part of life’s rich tapestry. A bit of hooky gear here, a ‘favour’ there . . . As Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five broke it down on their seminal 1981 hip-hop anthem, The Message, ‘. . . you gotta have a con in this land of milk and honey’.

				For instance, we all know that greyhound racing is bent, right? Like the man said, ‘It’s all a fix. It’s all a twist,’ is it not? How many times have you heard the one about a dog being fed a Mars bar or a bowl of porridge before a race to slow it down, or heard that greyhounds have mustard shoved up their choccy lockers to make them, literally, hot to trot? Then there are the puppy-dog tales of pumping a greyhound with gallons of water in order to bloat it to a standstill or ‘ringing’ – switching a slow dog for a fast one by disguising it with a false beard and moustache so that no one would recognise the poor bugger. Or how about putting a dog on roller skates with a nitrous oxide injection unit tied to its back so it could R-O-C-K-E-T its way to the finish line.

				On a more serious note, in the summer of 2001 the Irish Greyhound Board, the Bord na gCon, had come down hard on doping in the sport by banning the use of Viagra. It had transpired that a number of unscrupulous trainers were using the love drug on their animals as a performance enhancer. Whether Viagra works on the track or not is debatable but I’m sure one or two dogs (and possibly trainers) have got more than they’d bargained for back at the kennels.

				So there I am in my west London pad; still half-cut, still strung out on the sofa like a row of broken beads. I watched the tail end of Kenyon’s investigation with heightened curiosity: he nailed Lennie Knell and his buddy Colin West offering to fix a race by over-feeding a dog at Catford track in south London; he also captured West on film boasting that the dynamic duo had once made eleven grand from a bent race. What a win-double! I had to take my baseball cap off to Kenyon for exposing these halfwits. Knell, West and their ilk had got their karma for being greedy little shits, for trying to cheat the system rather than beat the system.

				An exposé by its very nature doesn’t leave much room for balanced reportage. But to be fair to the thousands of honest Johns involved in greyhound racing, Kenyon had taken a cynical, one-sided angle, casting an even darker cloud over a much-maligned sport. I know all too well how easy it is to pull off a ‘sting’ or make a bad story fit a good headline. Muck-raking, stereotypes, clichés, demagoguery . . . this is my stock-in-trade. Heaven knows, as a journalist, I have fingered enough people in my time in pursuit of ‘the truth’. Whatever that is.

				As the old Fleet Street maxim goes, ‘never let the truth get in the way of a good story’. I had a hunch there were many truths about the dogs that do not involve confectionery, cereals or amphetamines. Despite its bad press, greyhound racing is still Britain’s second most popular spectator sport (football is number one) in terms of attendance. On any given day or night of the week, practically 365 days a year, there is dog racing at most of the 34 tracks licensed by the National Greyhound Racing Club (NGRC) – the sport’s governing body – totalling around 68,000 races.

				Either there are trailer loads of very gullible people out there, or these characters know something that the likes of Kenyon and I don’t. Could there be another story to tell, another truth to reveal? Shock, gasp, horror: could it be that greyhound racing is not so bad after all? I suspected the dogs were a victim of the ‘chav’ witch-hunts of the early twentieth century, the marginalisation of the white-bread working classes and their associated ‘end of the pier show’ lifestyle. But there was only one way to find out for sure: it was time to put on the greasy trilby, the dirty raincoat and the cynical charm, and start sniffing around my local dog track.

				
					1 Fear is arguably man’s greatest enemy but greed runs a pretty close second.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 2

				After the festive season had crackerjacked its way out of sight and out of mind I trundled off to Wimbledon Stadium in south-west London to experience a night at the dogs. I badgered my woman Danielle and our friend Wayne into coming along with me. Danielle, who I affectionately nicknamed ‘Margot’ because of her penchant for the good life, knows more about foxhounds than greyhounds. That’s not to say she’s a toff. It’s just that she was brought up with gymkhana, ponies and the thrill of the chase while I was dragged up with Jim Beam, Ford Escorts and the thrill of joyriding.

				As for Wayne, he’s a barrister and a ‘brother’ who, like me, had made his way ‘across the tracks’ in search of a career that didn’t involve flesh-coloured pantyhose, a sawn-off shotgun and a getaway driver called Camp Freddy. Wayne is a cosmopolitan kind of guy and he leads a far from sheltered life; but it’s fair to say that any relationship he was likely to have with the world of dog racing would be a vicarious one: i.e. via a character like me.

				Anyway, as impromptu acid tests go, if a couple of left-leaning lounge lizards like Margot and Wayne could handle the simple pleasures of Wimbledon Stadium then maybe there was truth in the rumour that the trendy classes were now going to the dogs in their droves.

				‘Is this it?’ said Margot frowning as the stadium came into view.

				‘I guess so,’ I said.

				Wayne looked at the pair of us and laughed. The Lady and the Tramp. I turned the corner into Plough Lane, passing a smattering of racegoers, then swerved Margot’s Polo into a dimly lit car park. The exterior of Wimbledon Stadium is an unimpressive mix of crumbling brickwork and corrugated iron. It has the air of a makeshift penal colony. As we drove in, I noticed a sign dangling precariously on the wire perimeter fence advertising a car boot sale the following weekend. Class.

				Apart from the dogs and boot sales, Wimbledon Stadium also doubles as a stock car and speedway venue. However, following the closure of White City Stadium in 1984 it has become synonymous with the English Greyhound Derby, the premier event in the dog-racing calendar. Sponsored by high-street bookie William Hill, the race runs every June and is now worth a cool £75,000 in prize money to the winner. The Derby is what ‘dog people’ dream of – be it breeding, owning or training a winner. But, on this particular night, the top prize was no more than 160 quid. Nevertheless, it was the start of the New Year and the dog-racing public, like the rest of us, was still nursing a headache after the excesses of the holiday season.

				The three of us ambled up to the main entrance. A young couple were having a tiff in the car park. From the sounds of it, Boyfriend had spunked all his dough at the track already, so Girlfriend would have to settle for a video and chips, instead of The Ministry and a curry. Aw, young love . . .

				‘C’mon. It’s not that bad,’ I said, trying to humour Margot as we sashayed through the turnstiles. I gave her arse a squeeze.

				‘Can we get food in here?’ asked Wayne.

				‘I’m sure you can,’ I replied. ‘Whether it’s edible or not, I don’t know.’

				For a moment I felt like a mean old man, forcing his teenage children to get involved in some terminally boring adult experience while they whined, ‘Do we have to?’ I often took it for granted that despite my lofty pretensions as a hack writer and pseudo-academic, I inhabited for the most part an everyday world that many of my chattering friends were blissfully unengaged with: football, boxing, car boot sales, beanos, drug smugglers, ragamuffins, jerk chicken, pie and bloody mash and now, the dogs. If the truth be known, yeah I love slumming it, if only to reaffirm the fact that I still know how to cross the tracks every once in a while, and be comfortable with the view on either side.

				Which was precisely why, theoretically, greyhound racing was something I could get into. Born in Hackney and raised in a mixture of E-numbered postal codes, I’m sociologically hardwired for such activities, much in the same way that I’m genetically hardwired for flat feet, baldness and a beer gut. But could the bourgeoisie ‘get’ into the dogs in the way that they had eventually ‘got’ football? As the comedian Frank Skinner once opined, ‘Football’s not the same since women and the middle classes got involved.’ What Skinner meant was, to accommodate the fairer sex and the chattering classes, straight, predominantly white, working-class men have had to modify their behaviour at football matches to such an extent that they are now prac-tically indistinguishable from Homo sapiens. Apart from football grounds, pubs and of course dog tracks, the British working class was running out of places to socialise en masse in, er, stereotypical working-class fashion. Political correctness had effectively banned smoking, boozing, belching, farting, swearing, fucking and fighting from public life. The personal freedoms of the common man were under threat. The only sanctuary regular Joes had these days was on the toilet seat at home with a jazz mag and a roll of Kleenex for company.

				The way that I look at it, women and the middle classes have an appreciation for the finer things in life that blue-collar guys simply do not have. Fish knives, dental floss, keeping your elbows off the dinner table, yoga, getting in touch with your feelings, calling a napkin a napkin not a serviette, paying taxes . . . this kind of stuff just isn’t part of a working-class guy’s remit. Now consider hunting knives, gold teeth, sticking your elbows in an opposing footballer’s face, sex, getting in touch with your drinking buddies, calling a spade a spade not a bloody garden implement, paying your gambling debts . . . that’s more like it.

				For people like Margot and Wayne the dogs are . . . well, they were a couple of greyhound virgins, too sophisticated for such a Runyonesque pastime. But wait. What am I talking about? When I listen to myself waxing lyrical like this about class and race and blah blah blah I can hear distant voices echoing from the Dick Van Dyke School of Cockney. As a social chameleon I have become obsessed with class and race and blah blah blah. It tempers my view of everything I do and everyone I meet. I sound like a champagne socialist who’s had one too many. What the fuck do I know about the sociology of greyhound racing? Before Wimbledon, I hadn’t been to a dog track in nearly twenty years.

				My initiation into greyhound racing came after I had started my first job, as an apprentice electrician. I’d left school with the bare minimum of qualifications, intent on earning a living and escaping the drudgery of a parochial existence. An awkward and gangly youth, apathetic yet highly excitable, I wasn’t really interested in much of anything except my own teenage angst, scrapping, loafing around and getting laid, or more to the point, losing my virginity.

				I worked with an old boy who (for the sake of a libel writ), I’ll refer to as ‘Monty Wright’. Monty was a compulsive gambler and a sociopathic liar. He was also very fat and very lazy. On Thursday afternoons, we would skive off work and head for Hackney Wick dog track, leaving broken central-heating systems, busted lights and dissatisfied tenants in our wake.

				Monty was born and raised somewhere in Hackney but he’d done all right for himself so like anyone with half a brain, he moved out to the ’burbs in readiness for retirement. ‘Fuck the council,’ he used to say, trying to justify the paltry effort he put in for the maintenance department. ‘What have they ever done for us, eh?’ I could’ve told him that they’d given us a job and a steady income for starters but I didn’t want to rain on his parade.

				As an apprentice, I did as I was told, most of the time. I was at Monty’s mercy. As much as I hated work, I wasn’t into goofing off at a dog track. I wanted to learn how to be a sparks, make a few quid, do a few ‘privates’ now and again, buy a little gaff somewhere on the outer reaches of Zone 3, maybe shack up with some sister called Beverly or Sandra. Then I could goof off where I wanted to, like down the snooker hall on Leytonstone High Road or the Thai massage parlour in nearby Stratford.

				Like most teenagers, I was narcissistic and vain. Going to the dogs was naff, especially at a dump like Hackney Wick Stadium. Once upon a time, it had been a prosperous dog track and speedway venue but now it was nothing more than a concrete wreck on the edge of Hackney Marshes. Its dog days had ended unceremoniously in 1994. Nowadays, for its sins, it was best known as a sprawling Sunday car boot sale, ringed by a phalanx of shifty pikeys who lived in unbelievably ostentatious caravans while dressed in tacky rags that were greasier than a mechanic’s jockstrap.

				Anyway, as Monty’s protégé, where he went I went, which meant frequent trips to Hackney Wick Stadium. More often than not, I would sit in the smoky atmosphere of the main grandstand supping on half a lager and reading the Daily Mirror while Monty, as we like to say in the East End, ‘did his bollocks’ on the dogs.

				‘Fucking stupid mutt,’ he would say, screwing up his fat face, before sticking it faithfully back into the race card in search of yet another loser. Not being a gambler, I’d snigger at his misfortune and amuse myself with the goings-on: loudmouthed bookies; irate losers; tic-tac men with white gloves and funny little hats, waving their semaphoric arms around like air traffic controllers on crack; old hags trying to double up on their pension money; care in the community cases having minor psychiatric episodes . . .

				At the time, Hackney was reputedly the poorest borough in Britain, so there was never any shortage of toe-rags, skivers and dole bludgers hanging around the track. Where, and more importantly how, these people found the money to gamble I will never know. Did they not have jobs to go to, mouths to feed, and addictions to be treated?

				Most of the punters at the track were small fry, Monty included. He was an habitual gambler but too stingy, or perhaps too smart, to wager meaningful amounts. There were other punters, however, particularly the hardcore professional gamblers, who bet with real financial conviction. They were all called Bill or Terry or George – the land of middle-aged likely lads who drove black cabs, owned pubs or ‘businesses’ that only handled cash and knew someone who knew someone who used to know the Kray twins. They would stroll up to the bookies, chests puffed out, shoulders back, barking shit like, ‘A bottle on trap two,’ or ‘I’ll have a monkey on the five dog.’ A monkey: five hundred smackers! On a DOG?

				The majority of these high rollers were thick as thieves with the bookies, so they never handed over their dough when they placed a bet. The bookie trusted the bet. Likewise, these punters did not need a ticket as proof of purchase, as the mugs did. Business was done on trust. Five hundred pounds trusted on a dog. In those days, back in the early eighties, £500 was a month’s wages to me; or alternatively, twenty visits to that Thai massage parlour in Stratford . . .

				Against this backdrop, I never saw the sense in greyhound racing. Put simply, like most forms of gambling, I considered it a waste of time and money. As a yoof I had played a little three-card brag or pool with my mates for shekels, but for the most part I thought gambling on the dogs was bullshit. The utter senselessness of it all seemed compounded by the fact that week in week out grown men and women wagered millions of pounds on an animal whose only talent was that it could outrun a Reliant Robin. Oh, and lick its own gonads: though unfortunately for the Daily Sport, not at the same time.

				Two decades on and inside Wimbledon Stadium Margot and Wayne were as underwhelmed as I had once been. The track was too common for their liking. I tried to explain to them that its simplicity was part of the charm, the Zen if you like, of greyhound racing, but my argument was a waste of time. After walking through a carpeted façade, which offered a brief taste of style and modernity, we followed the signs to the bar through a grey, concreted anteroom. The interior of the bar was reminiscent of a bingo hall or a working men’s club: hideous fluorescent lighting, a mishmash of primary colours splattered on the floor and the walls, enough plastic fittings to give Barbie and Ken hives, all scented with the stench of tobacco smoke and booze and dead things frying.

				The poor weather had forced all but the headstrong into the bars and dining areas of the track. Corporate types and those going for the big night out headed for the relative glamour of the ‘Broadway’ and ‘Star’ restaurants or an executive box. We opted for the common or garden bar at the foot of the main grandstand. It was busy inside. Most of the patrons were men and white, many of them old enough to have lived through a couple of world wars. I ordered up two gin and tonics for Margot and Wayne, and a pint of Guinness for myself. A number of TV screens flickered with betting information on the Tote: forecasts and trifectas, theoretical wins, elusive promises of improbable prizes.

				The next race was at least ten minutes away. Several overweight men and pallid old codgers were looking at replays of the previous race on a large screen, offering each other animated ‘expert’ analysis. I noticed Margot and Wayne scanning the bar, the punters and the décor, trying to reconcile their presence with this chavvy new environment. I could tell they were both wondering why they had agreed to go to the dogs with me. We found a table smeared with fag ends, half-eaten chips and empty plastic beer glasses and sat down.

				Wayne grinned impishly, eyeing the posters of greasy burgers and meat by-product hotdogs at the takeaway concession. I spread out, pretending to study the form in the race card. Why does junk food smell so appetising? I could murder one of those airbrushed quarter-pounders with chips. Well, the least I could do was have a nibble, in solidarity with Wayne of course.

				So I bought a burger with chips. ‘That looks disgusting,’ said Margot, as I bit into the grease, meat, processed cheese and cardboard bun. It was extremely disgusting. Margot was right: women always are. My burger was so rare I thought it was going to eat me.

				‘I’m going outside to take in the atmosphere,’ I said, picking my teeth, leaving Margot and Wayne at the bar.

				On the track, several hurdles were wheeled out for the next race. The hurdles looked like giant wallpaper brushes turned up on end; they struck me as more of a novelty than a genuine obstacle. In front of the main grandstand was a narrow terrace with a series of steps that offered a decent view of the action. This was occupied by a number of coughing and spluttering old men, so I ventured over to the other end of the main grandstand where there was a small betting ring flanked by half a dozen or so bookmakers. It was just like I remembered Hackney Wick Stadium: suited and booted bookies in big dark overcoats with slicked-back hair and tangerine perma-tans, each with their own coterie of tic-tac men, clerks and tipsters helping to oil the machinery of bookmaking.

				‘I’ll take 2–1 the favourite,’ hollered one of the bookies in the far corner of the betting ring. ‘TOODA-ONE!’ The bookie’s name was Tony Morris, the grandee of Wimbledon Stadium I learnt later. Tony M was real old school, a little guy with a big nose and an even bigger wallet. He was perched high on a stepladder or a stand of some sort, looking down at the throng of punters. He wore immaculately polished loafers, a well-cut single-breasted navy suit – bespoke I would say, none of that ready-to-wear muck – and a pair of gold-rimmed glasses.

				‘FIVA-TOODA-FIELD,’ cried another bookie, this one with silver hair and a suit to match. The new market info sent the betting ring into a minor frenzy. Punters looking to back the favourite rushed from one side of the betting ring to the other to get the better price, pushing and barging each other like old girls at a jumble sale. While the punters waved their wads of cash at the bookie, he reeled off a series of numbers to his clerk sitting incognito in the background. Apart from the regulars, of course, when the bookie called the numbers, he handed out a ticket to each punter representing their bet: a simple yet effective system. Bingo for big boys. In sixty seconds these brightly coloured bits of card would be the difference between success and failure.

				‘Six dog: £175 for 50. Ticket 17,’ cried the Silver Bookie. ‘Two dog: £100 for 20. Number 18. Six dog: £120 for 40. Ticket 19. Six dog: £75 for 30. Number 20 . . .’

				The bookie kept reeling off number after number as his clerk scribbled furiously, marking up each bet on a large ledger. Sweating, impatient, anxious men (for the betting ring is exclusively male, save for the most intrepid woman), continued to push and shove each other in order to place a bet. Prices moved constantly on each bookmaker’s board, reflecting the intensity of the action in the betting ring. Suspending reality for a moment or two, here was a microcosmic futures market, a Stock Exchange for Joe Public.

				No sooner had the punters gone crazy for the lengthened price on the favourite, than one competing bookie’s flunky (who was keeping a beady eye on the proceedings) shouted, ‘Johnny’s gone a bottle on the bottom. You’re out on your own.’ With that, the bookie rubbed ‘5/2’ off his board and marked up ‘2/1’.

				And so the prices ebbed and flowed in the run up to ‘the off’ . . .

				Added to their armoury of tic-tac, mobile phones and walkie-talkies, the bookies communicated with each other through a crude but unique nomenclature, which was utterly meaningless to the uninitiated, apart from the odd term that transcended the betting ring and made it into the cosmopolitan patois of modern Britain.

				These gold-plated moneymen filled their leather satchels with a Noah’s Ark of cash: ‘monkeys’, ‘ponies’, ‘cockles’ and ‘bull’s eyes’. In bookmaking parlance, words and phrases are an enigma and like any slanguage they act as a ‘keep out’ sign to those who aren’t in the know. The bookies’ lexicon is full of bent-out-of-shape, customised and redesigned words, which could be converse as much as conversed. ‘Enin’, for example, means nine (or alternatively 9–1) just as ‘neves’ stands for seven (or 7–1). There are expressions of etymological mystery like ‘carpet’ to express 3–1 (or 300 quid) or ‘bottle’ for 2–1 (or 200 quid).

				There were now under thirty seconds to go before the next race. I had already missed half the card, but as I had no money I didn’t intend to gamble anyway. Once again I looked at the race form, and once again, just as when I looked at the ever-changing Tote screens dotted around the track, the words ‘arse’, ‘elbow’ and ‘don’t know’ sprang to mind. Form, statistics, the names and breeding dates of greyhounds meant nothing to me. I couldn’t even pick a winner in a one-dog race.

				I watched the kennel hands parade the dogs for the last time in front of the expectant crowd, and then load them into the traps, gently nudging them by their backsides into the tiny boxes, which were no bigger than the dogs themselves. No wonder they didn’t hang around once the hare came calling. I was just thinking that the kennel hands probably earned less than the dogs did when Margot and Wayne appeared with another round of drinks.

				‘Aye, aye, Dave, what’s the score?’ said Wayne.

				‘I’d say bookies six, punters nil. Cheers.’

				We headed through the betting ring for the stands to get a better view of the action. A wire mesh fence, some ten-feet high, ran along the perimeter of the track in front of the stands to stop the crowds from pelting the dogs with missiles. The lights around the stadium dimmed as though a 10,000-volt electric chair on Wimbledon’s Death Row had been levered into action. A bell rang signalling the start of the race. A garbled voice over the PA announced, ‘murmur murmur murmur, hare’s approaching’ and then Pow! six dogs exploded out of the traps, pounding their way down the home straight towards us, their paws drumming an allegro beat in the sand and gliding over the hurdles like they just weren’t there.

				The crowd followed the rapid progress of the dogs along the home straight with a Mexican wave of sound, the cheers climaxing then stalling as the tightly bunched mass of fawn, black, white and mottled coats, resplendent in their multicoloured satin jackets, hit the first bend at some 35mph. The two wide runners on the outside of the pack collided with each other leaving four dogs now with a clear run to the second bend some fifty metres away. They rounded the turn, galloping into the back straight, bounding effortlessly over the hurdles, then broke into Indian file as the lead dog, a big brindle machine, kicked on, racing to the third bend unopposed, leaving the field a tiring ragtag of also-rans.

				The crowd roared again, urging on the lead dog, which took the fourth and final bend a good five lengths clear of its nearest rival. It flew over the last two hurdles and won comfortably. The winner, and the field, kept running until the kennel hands emerged from the other side of the track at the ‘pick up’ with the lure – a ragged cuddly toy used to compensate the dogs for not catching the elusive plastic hare. For just under thirty seconds of work I calculated that the winning dog had earned an hourly equivalent of £19,200, making it theoretically one of the highest paid breeds of athlete in professional sport.

				Down in the betting ring the cabal of winners were having it large, back slapping, laughing, high on the rush of success. Meanwhile the losers, the silent majority, consoled themselves that they had nearly picked the winner, ripping up their tickets and throwing them into the air like confetti.

				‘Is that it?’ asked Margot.

				‘Well, yeah,’ I said. ‘What were you expecting?’

				‘Well, it was over so quickly.’

				‘Yeah Dave, it was over so quickly,’ said Wayne sarcastically. ‘What you gonna do about it?’

				The garbled voice returned to the PA announcing, ‘uh, uh, wobble, wobble, rhubarb, rhubarb twenty-nine point wobble, wobble seconds.’ Strange. I could’ve sworn that I’d only had two pints. As the dogs were led off the track and through the entrance to the kennels under our enclosure, a small crowd gathered to congratulate the victor, not that he’d understand much, being a dog and all.

				‘Hey, let’s have a butchers,’ I said, beckoning Margot and Wayne. We went down to get a closer look at the winning animal, muscling our way past a group of small girls who were petting the panting, wistful creature. His name was Gift Trader. Not that this meant anything to most people. In horseracing, the gee-gees have names and personalities; in dog racing, greyhounds simply have numbers. Ordinary punters refer to dogs as ‘the one dog, the two dog’ and so on. For the average Joe, a greyhound is a commodity, a proposition, a living, breathing poker chip distinguishable only by the 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6 of a red, blue, white, black, orange or monochrome jacket.

				Up close and personal, Gift Trader did not seem as anorexic or yappy as I expected a greyhound to be; in fact he was poised, lean yet solid and muscular. Wide-eyed, frantic and muzzled when racing, they look psychotic, possessed, but as I stroked this dog’s smooth Jaffa Cake coat and felt his tiny heart racing he was no more dangerous than any poodle. His tongue hung out of his head, dripping with saliva, as he caught his breath repeatedly. Even as the young girls mauled him, jockeying each other and giggling all the while, the dog remained impassive, majestic even.

				‘D’you wanna buy him? He’s for sale you know.’ I looked round and a nondescript middle-aged bloke was beaming at me.

				‘Really, what do you want for him?’ I asked straightening up, not that I had money to burn on a greyhound.

				‘Ah, I’m only kidding,’ said the man giving the dog a brisk rub. ‘He’s not for sale. I wouldn’t sell him for the world.’

				‘Shame that. I was gonna make you an offer you couldn’t refuse.’

				‘Ha. Beautiful dogs aren’t they? I’ve got five of ’em you know. Got another one running here tomorrow.’ The Dog Man leaned forward as though he had a great secret for sharing, but only with me. ‘Her name’s . . .’ he whispered something like Tunbridge Cyclone or Maidstone Hurricane. ‘’Ave a few quid on her . . . she should win.’

				‘Cheers,’ I said. ‘Will do.’

				‘What was all that about?’ asked Margot.

				‘I just got a hot tip from that bloke,’ I said, hunching my back, giving it a touch of the Arthur Daley. ‘I got connections here you know.’ Margot looked at me sympathetically and laughed.

				We went back into the stands, took in another race and stood there for a while shooting the breeze. A small tractor driven by a sullen man crawled round the track, smoothing the sand in readiness for the next race.

				‘I’m cold. Can we go now?’ said Margot.

				‘What are you talking about?’ I said. ‘We’ve only just got here.’

				‘Don’t look at me,’ said Wayne, raising his arms in faux surrender.

				Margot shrugged her shoulders and started walking towards the bar. ‘Let’s go back inside then.’

				‘Yeah, let’s get another drink,’ I said, throwing her the car keys. ‘You can drive. I’m over the limit.’

				I looked at Margot, gave her a cheesy grin and a gentle squeeze of her arse. We went back to the bar and I ordered another round of drinks. She looked bored.

				Maybe the acid test had failed.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 3

				You get two things from a tip: small change and rubbish. Dog Boy said that Tunbridge Cyclone, Margate Tornado or whatever it was would win, but it didn’t, did it? It came absolutely nowhere. Still, what did I expect? Relying on a tip from a stranger at a dog track was no smarter than Jack and that funny business with the beans. Which is why I did the right thing: I passed the information on to a buddy of mine and let him lose his shirt at the bookies instead.

				Nevertheless, my descent into the wonderful world of greyhound racing had begun. Well, sort of. Perhaps it was inevitable that someone who has lived most of his life ‘shooting from the hip’, ‘flying by the seat of his pants’ and ‘sailing close to the wind’ would one day wind up as a human cliché by ‘going to the dogs’.

				It was actually a couple of months before the Wimbledon situation that my luck had really started to run dry. I had lined up in Sportspages, a pokey little bookstore off Shaftesbury Avenue with four other writers to contest the William Hill Sports Book of the Year Award, a.k.a. the ‘Bookie Prize’. My entry, Looking for a Fight – the tale of how I’d transformed myself from a 15-and-a-half-stone slob into a 12-and-a-half-stone professional fighter – was drawn against a tome on sailing, the biography of a dead American horse, another book on boxing and the bookies’ favourite, something about an Irish footballer nobody had ever heard of.

				In the event, the dead horse won it: Laura Hillenbrand’s Seabiscuit: Three Men and a Racehorse scooped the ten grand prize and all the bits and pieces that came with it. The book was later made into a movie that grossed over $100,000,000 within a couple of weeks of its release, which was of little consolation to me. For being pipped at the post by a necrobiotic nag I pocketed a grand in cash and a £750 complimentary bet from the sponsors. I didn’t win the big one, or get a movie deal. But I wasn’t bitter. Early retirement would just have to wait a while.

				It didn’t take me long to blow that grand, but the free bet voucher spent several weeks burning a hole in my pocket. Then the dog thing happened. I’m not sure how or why it happened. It just did. I know Paul Kenyon and that stupid bloody TV show had something to do with it; but the last time I saw Only Fools and Horses I didn’t go out and buy a hundred and fifty remote control blow-up dolls, so I can’t blame television for this one. Perhaps it was something I ate. Maybe it was delusions of grandeur or whispers in my mind. Who knows? Temporary insanity notwithstanding, for someone who is generally compos mentis, buying a greyhound was, er, an odd thing to do.

				My previous ‘hobby’ of professional boxing had left me with a cauliflower ear, occasional dizzy spells, several pug-nosed enemies, and a libel suit from a well-known promoter. I was flat broke and fed up with being punched out for my art; fed up with all that struggling artist crap. There had to be an easier way out there to make a buck without actually doing any work. All I had left to my name was seven hundred and fifty smackers to wager on a dream – seven-fifty to parlay into a slot machine on legs. It seemed like a good idea at the time. Man buys dog. Man races dog. Man makes money for old rope. Man, I had taken too many punches to the head.

				At the bottom end of greyhound racing, i.e. my end, I found out that I could buy a young unproven puppy for a monkey or a race-ready older one for around a grand. Kennel and training fees were about a fiver a day plus VAT, which could be covered in part by prize money. For a fraction of what a racehorse cost, I could get a dog that could run just as fast and would take up less space.

				I had it all figured out: the costs, the benefits, everything. It’s amazing how life always seems to work out right on paper. Finding a sure thing, however, was easier said than done. Picking a winner, even with someone else’s money isn’t easy. Bookies know the odds are stacked so much in their favour that free bets are nothing more than an act of fulsome generosity. So what do you do with a £750 free bet? In a moment of madness I considered whacking it on a 100–1 shot at Kempton but a one-off bet of such magnitude couldn’t be staked on something as fleeting as a horse race, let alone a dog race.

				In the final analysis, after careful consideration of football, cricket, athletics, snooker, darts, bowls and the World Shove-Ha’penny Championships in Billericay, I decided to go for England to win the Six Nations tournament. At 3–10 the odds were skin tight, but the market and the ‘experts’ suggested an England win was a fait accompli. Ireland, Scotland, Wales and Italy did not have a prayer, leaving France as the only viable threat. What did the French know about rugby anyway?

				On January 31st I called William Hill and placed the bet: 750 sovs on England to win the Six Nations. I was about to learn my first painful lesson as an unprofessional gambler. Two days after I’d struck the bet England got off to a flyer: Scotland got whacked 29–3 at Murrayfield . . . Swing low, sweet chariot. One down, four to go . . . Two weeks later Ireland were annihilated at Twickenham 45–11 . . . Coming fo’ to carry me home. Two down, three to go . . . Going into the game against the French at the Stade de France, England were still odds-on favourites. The French had creamed Italy 33–12 in their opening game, but the following week Les Bleus went to the wire with Wales, narrowly winning 37–33 in Cardiff. France v England was the match that would decide the eventual winners of the tournament.

				As I watched the game at home on TV, the French in a methodical, disciplined fashion closed down England, chipping away at them like master stonemasons. If you don’t want to know the score look away now: the French, everybody’s favourite enemy, took England to school, winning 20–15. As the final whistle went, so did my £975 windfall. France now only had to overcome Scotland and Ireland to win the tourney. Even if you discounted the fact that the French were far superior to either team, history dictated that neither would do England any favours and actually try to win, even if it were humanly possible. France eventually beat Scotland 22–10 and battered Ireland 44–5 to complete the Grand Slam and lift the Six Nations trophy. Merde.

				Having squandered my free bet, my dog days were over before they had even started. I had shot my big mouth off to all and sundry about my bright idea and was now in danger of winding up with ego all over my face. Professional sport, the bookies, the system, had all conspired against me, robbing me of what was rightfully mine. Mine, mine, mine, I tell you! To hell with England, William Hill and common sense. In the words of Iron Mike Tyson, ‘I refuse to lose.’ I knew I could beat the system. It was time to even the score, time to take on the big boys at their own game, time to score a blow for the little guy. So I went cap in hand to my publisher . . .

				This was the deal: in return for salacious tales of dodgy deals, drugs, gambling, corruption, animal cruelty, celebrities and sex (I lied about the sex) my publisher would invest two grand and take a 50 per cent stake in the dog. Fair enough. They would also bankroll £1000 to cover initial expenses. OK. Of course, I would get a suitable advance for delivering a juicy manuscript in twelve months’ time . . . Once the year was up I would get rid of the dog, for a profit, natch, and everything else would slot into place, including the Bookie Prize I had been so cruelly denied. With the money I earned I would go to Cuba and have a back-street plastic surgeon reconstruct my cauliflower ear for a hundred bucks and a year’s supply of refried beans. Sorted.

				A couple of months passed and the dough was in the bank. Damn. I was living large again. This was the easiest score I’d had in ages. My old man always said I had ‘money counting hands’. It was now May and while the bulk of that fat cheque from my publisher marinated in its own juices at Lloyds TSB, I set aside two Gs and started looking in the obvious places for a bargain Derby prospect, chiefly the Racing Post, Greyhound Star, Greyhound Monthly, Fiesta, Loot and Battersea Dogs Home. The latter two turned up nothing of note, but I did get a great deal on a Sony Minidisc. Fiesta was simply a good read.

				As you can imagine, the greyhound press was an oasis of dogs but without really knowing what I was doing, my lack of knowledge betrayed me every time I made an inquiry.

				‘What are you looking for exactly?’ said the man in a thick Irish brogue.

				‘Er, a greyhound, er, that’s, er . . .’ I mumbled.

				‘Well, I know you’re looking for a dog otherwise you wouldn’t be calling would ya? What d’you want? D’you want an open racer, a grader, a sprinter, a stayer . . .? What d’you want? I got the lot you know.’

				The ad in the paper said the man had ‘Bitches For Sale’. I liked the sound of that. Bitches. Maybe he’d take one of my ex-girlfriends in part-exchange.

				‘I want something fast,’ I ventured. Crackle crackle. It was a bad connection. ‘How about . . .? Why don’t I come and see what you’ve got?’

				‘What? What was that? Listen, this isn’t a fekking car showroom you know! I got no time for timewasters!’

				Brrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr.

				‘Hello? Hello? Hel-lo?’

				Ignorant fucker. Subsequent calls were no more helpful. Breeders and dealers could spot a bullshitter a mile off, even down a phone line. One woman even said, with a mild hint of sarcasm, ‘You’re not that Paul Kenyon fella are ya?’ after I intimated I was on a mission to find the ‘inside track’ on greyhound racing. I wasn’t doing an exposé, so I wanted to be as upfront as possible with anyone I dealt with. Having been busted for ticket touting, spat at by tramps, hexed by a witch doctor and made to smoke crack cocaine, all in the name of investigative journalism, I’d long since given up on undercover reportage.

				Sooner or later I had to get off my fat arse and spend some money, so I hit the road and headed for the greyhound sales at Perry Barr racetrack in Birmingham, which offered the discerning mug an unenviable selection of bargain-basement dogs. Over the years, regrettable purchases of clapped-out motors, snide antiques and job lots of salmonella foodstuffs have taught me that an auction isn’t the best place to go shopping for quality goods. Buying a greyhound at a public sale was therefore a very risky business. Nevertheless, fortune occasionally favours the reckless as well as the bold so I decided to take a chance.

				The Perry Barr sales were a treat for anyone brought up on Galton and Simpson sitcoms. Every fat, balding, incontinent, polyester-wearing, middle-aged man from the West Midlands seemed to be there, either propping up the bar and ruminating over the auction catalogue or gobbing scornfully at the track as the dogs went off in ones, twos and threes during the pre-sale time trials. It was a crisp spring day in Britain’s second city, given lustre by a cinnamon glow of sunlight. But the punters weren’t there for the weather. After a short nap in the Polo, I returned to the dark, dank atmosphere of the bar-cum-auction room to find the action underway.

				‘Eight hundred . . . eight hundred over there. Eight fifty, eight fifty, eight fifty . . .’ The auctioneer was a chalky-white, elderly Irishman in a funereal suit. To the right of him on the dais was a weaselly little fella in his mid-forties clad from head to toe in synthetic sports leisurewear. Rub shoulders with him and sparks would fly. Throughout the bidding Synthetic Man whispered conspiratorially in the auctioneer’s ear, to which the old man would utter some indistinguishable sales pitch such as, ‘She’s got bags of staying power, a gutsy little bitch,’ or ‘She was the 2002 All-Ireland Guide Dog Champion, trained at Barbara Woodlouse’s Walkies School of Canine Excellence.’ The crowd would grunt at every titbit of information then continue coughing and spluttering and murmuring their disdain as dog after bitch after mutt staggered on to the stage.

				‘Eight fifty, who’ll give me eight fifty? Eight fifty. Nine hundred. Nine hundred. Nine hundred . . .’ To the left of the stage, near the exit, stood a spotty-faced teenager with lot number something or other: a shivering, quaking mess of a dog, dazed and confused at his sudden fifteen seconds of infamy. I stood rigid by the exit door determined not to make any gesture that could be misconstrued as a bid. ‘At nine hundred she’s being sold. Nine hundred. Nine hundred. NIIIIIIIINE HUNDRED POUNDS. Selling her away at nine hundreddddddd . . .’

				A thousand pounds seemed to be as good as it got; many of the greyhounds on offer went for nothing more than chump change on a sliding scale of incontinence: the cheaper the dog, the weaker its bladder. For £200, you could buy a dog with its own aerodynamic colostomy bag; £100 bought you one with a year’s supply of nappies; and for a score you got your very own Portaloo on legs. Some of the dogs were so old and piss poor they’d need a Zimmer frame to get round the track. This was not the place to find the next Mick the Miller or Scurlogue Champ, especially if you didn’t know what the hell you were looking for. I decided that the only bid I would put in at this sale was a farewell one. As auctions went, ebay was more up my street.

				For a chicken-shit greenhorn like me the safest route to take was to follow the advice of an advertisement I had seen in the Wimbledon race card. ‘Why Not Become An Owner?’ it said invitingly, with just the hint of a knowing wink. Go on . . . Why Not Become An Owner, eh? Go on . . . you know you want to. Go on sucker . . . The ad listed a number of trainers who would be ‘pleased to advise’ on buying a dog. This was more like it.
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