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The Oxford English Dictionary defines a crisis as:


‘A time of intense difficulty or danger’






For my granddaughter


Sophie Elizabeth Francis


Born June 2018.


With my grateful thanks to:


Merrick Francis, Chairman, Lambourn Trainers’


Association; Matt Bosworth, solicitor and crisis


manager; and to the trainers and people of


Newmarket who gave me huge help.


And also to my wife, Debbie, with love.




At the ‘Guineas Ball’ in Newmarket


in April 2018, an auction lot was sold


to have the successful bidder included


as a character in this book. The funds


raised were for the Injured Jockeys


Fund, in particular for the Peter


O’Sullevan House rehabilitation centre


to be constructed at the British Racing


School in Newmarket.


Mrs Michelle Morris was the


successful bidder and hence she and


her husband Mike exist as themselves


within these pages.


All other characters are fictitious.
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May 2018


According to my business card I was one Harrison Foster, Legal Consultant, but I was known universally as Harry and my speciality was crisis management.


And today’s crisis involved a murder – not that anyone knew it at the time.




‘Newmarket!’ I said. ‘But I know nothing about horse racing. I hate it and don’t even enter the office sweep on the National.’


‘No matter,’ ASW said. ‘You know about business and you’re needed.’


ASW was Anthony Simpson-White, founder, chairman, chief executive, owner and driving force behind the Simpson White Consultancy Ltd – my Boss with a capital B – and he was standing in the doorway close to my desk.


‘Can’t one of the others go?’ I asked. ‘Rufus loves the horses. He spends most of his salary at the bookies.’


ASW shook his head. ‘Rufus is stuck in Italy with the wine people. You’re my best available man.’


I looked around at the other desks in what was called the Operatives’ Room. Each of them was unoccupied.


Even on a Monday morning, I was his only available man.


‘And, anyway,’ he said, ‘the client has asked for you specifically.’


‘Oh,’ I said, somewhat surprised. ‘Who is the client?’


‘It will all be in the brief. I’ll send it to you by email while you’re on your way. Take a fast train from King’s Cross to Cambridge.’


‘Not Newmarket?’ I asked.


‘Cambridge is better. You’d have to change there anyway to get a local service. I’ll get Georgina to arrange a car and driver to meet you.’


Georgina was his PA: fifty-four years old, divorced with two grown-up sons, she was always smart, bright and happy. She was also ASW’s mistress, not that either of them would ever admit to it. But we operatives knew. Of course we knew. As the Boss was always telling us: ‘I expect my operatives to know everything about everyone.’


‘Whose stables in Newmarket?’ I said.


‘That’ll be in the brief, too. I’ll get Georgina to book you a room. Now get going, Harry, there’s a good chap.’


In spite of his genial tone, it was an order not a request.


I immediately closed the laptop on my desk, stood up, put on my jacket and collected my already-packed suitcase from the cupboard in the corner where it sat, permanently on standby, primed for an instant departure to anywhere in the world, hot or cold.


How to pack was one of the first things taught to new operatives at Simpson White.


The main rule was that the suitcase had to be small enough to fit into the overhead lockers on an airliner – standing waiting at baggage reclaim was considered to be time that could be spent more productively with the client.


Two clean shirts, a change of underwear, washbag, hairbrush, razor, phone and laptop chargers were all essentials; chinos, trainers and a polo shirt were optional, while shorts and flip-flops were frowned upon. Operatives were expected to always wear a suit and tie to the office so as to reduce the need to pack them.


My case also contained a small first-aid kit – scissors removed – a pair of swimming trunks and a small rolled-up Union Jack.


One never knew when that might be useful.


Anything else that an operative might need on assignment was expected to be bought ‘in theatre’, as ASW called it, and he provided us with a company credit card for the purpose, although any purchases were tightly scrutinised to ensure that they were absolutely necessary.


Not that Simpson White was exceptionally mean towards its employees. In fact, quite the reverse. Operatives travelled business class on long-haul flights so as to be rested and ready for work immediately on arrival, and provision of a comfortable car with a driver was the norm, as were four- and five-star hotels.


‘I need my staff fresh,’ ASW would say, and he would charge his clients accordingly.


Retired colonel, Anthony Simpson-White had established Simpson White Consultancy Ltd in the mid-1990s, partly with his gratuity paid on completion of eighteen years’ exemplary service in the British Army. But ASW had not been a fighting soldier. He was a lawyer.


He had served as a senior officer in the advisory branch of the Army Legal Corps, dispensing advice on military and international law to prime ministers and the High Command, including during British wars in the South Atlantic, Persian Gulf and Bosnia.


‘I spent most of my time telling the bigwigs what they really didn’t want to hear,’ he’d once said by explanation of why he had finally resigned his commission even when tipped to be a future director general of Army Legal Services. ‘Not that things have changed much since,’ he’d added with a laugh, ‘except the bigwigs now pay me more for the privilege.’


He’d started as a one-man operation, giving legal advice and opinions to companies in financial or operational difficulty, using the same authoritative and blunt manner that he’d employed at the Ministry of Defence. The company directors might also have not liked hearing what he had to say but he had an uncanny knack of cutting through the chaff to the meat of a problem before offering a lifeline, palatable or otherwise. It was then up to the company to decide whether to accept or reject his recommendations – to survive or go under.


And ASW was never one to stand idly by and say nothing when he believed that his intervention would help. One of his favourite sayings was: If you live without making a difference, what difference does it make that you have lived.


Over the years his reputation had grown and so had his business, so much so that he now had ten operatives working under his watchful eye, and there was talk of recruiting numbers eleven and twelve.


Most of us were lawyers but there was also an ex-special-forces sergeant plus two financial whizz-kids enticed from the City not so much by a huge pay cheque but by the promise of a more varied and exciting life.


And varied and exciting it had proved to be.


I was operative number 7 – 007, I liked to think – and I had been with the company for almost seven years having become bored with conveyancing houses, drawing up wills and submitting divorce petitions – the staple diet of a local high-street solicitor in rural Devon.


One particular wet and tedious Wednesday afternoon in Totnes, I had spotted a small, understated advert in the corner of the jobs section of the Law Society Gazette.


‘Vis mutare aliquid magis excitando tuum?’ was all it said, with a London telephone number alongside.


Vis mutare aliquid magis excitando tuum?


I’d done a year of Latin at school but, clearly, not enough.


I typed the words into an online translator and it spat out: ‘You want to change to something more exciting?’


On a whim, I called the number.


‘Can you come to our offices for an assessment?’ asked a female voice immediately without so much as a ‘hello’.


‘Certainly,’ I replied. ‘When?’


‘As soon as possible,’ said the voice.


‘Where?’ I asked.


‘That is your assessment. Don’t call this number again or you will have failed.’ She had then hung up, leaving me baffled but intrigued.


I remember having sat staring at the phone in my hand, quite expecting it to ring as the woman called me back. But she didn’t. It remained silent. There had been no name offered, not even the name of the firm. The voice hadn’t even asked for my name.


Was it a scam? Or was someone just playing silly buggers?


Or was it actually for real?


But where did I start? There were over ten thousand law firms in the UK, almost half of them in London alone. Did I go through the Legal Directory looking for a telephone number to match? But this number seemed to be just for the advert, not the one for the firm’s switchboard.


I entered it into Google but, predictably, it gave no clue to the number itself . . . but it did provide some pointers. By inserting only the first seven digits, the search results showed various entities including a string of foreign embassies, a medical practice and several restaurants. All were in the London SW1 postcode area, and most in subsection SW1X.


I googled SW1X – Knightsbridge and Belgravia – the smartest parts of west London, but both with thousands of addresses.


Hopeless.


I had sat at my desk idly staring out the window at the people hurrying up and down Totnes High Street in the rain rather than getting on with my work, wondering what sort of idiot would place such a stupid advert.


But it made me determined to find out.


So I called the office of the Law Society Gazette and asked for the classified-ad department.


Sorry, they said, they were not at liberty to give out the details of who had placed the advert, data protection and all that. Indeed the man I spoke to seemed quite amused by my request, as if it was not the first time someone had asked him the same thing.


Then I searched on my computer for law firms in London SW1X and made a list. There were just eight of them.


Things were looking up.


Next I compared the telephone number in the advert to those of the eight firms. None were identical but three had the same initial seven digits, even if the last four were all significantly different.


Now I felt I was really getting somewhere.


I again called the Law Society Gazette and asked to be put through to their finance department.


‘How can I help?’ asked a female voice.


‘I’m chasing an invoice for an advert placed in your jobs section,’ I said.


‘For which firm?’ asked the woman.


‘It could be one of three,’ I said. ‘We act as a recruiting agent for a number of firms.’ I gave her the name of one of the firms on my short list.


‘Sorry,’ she said after a few seconds. ‘No record of that one.’


I gave her the name of the second firm.


‘Ah, yes,’ she said, raising my hopes. ‘They advertised with us two years ago for a legal secretary. Is that the one?’


‘Is there nothing more recent from them?’ I asked, trying to keep the desperation out of my voice.


I could hear her tapping on her keyboard.


‘No, nothing,’ she said.


I gave her the third name.


‘Sorry. Nothing from them either.’


‘How odd,’ I said. ‘I’m sure it was one of our firms in the SW1X postcode. Could you please check again?’


‘SW1X, you say?’ I could hear her tapping the postcode into her system.


‘We only have one other record of an invoice going to an address in SW1X, but that wasn’t to a law firm.’


‘When was the invoice sent?’ I asked quickly.


‘Last week. It’s for the current edition. But it was sent to an individual rather than a firm.’


‘Could you tell me the individual’s name?’ I asked in my most enticing tone. ‘It must have been a mistake.’


‘I can’t,’ she said, sounding almost apologetic. ‘Mistake or not, it’s against our rules.’


‘Could you give me the full postcode then?’ I asked. ‘I can work out which firm it was from that.’


She hesitated, obviously debating with herself whether that was also against the rules. She decided it wasn’t.


‘SW1X 8JU.’


‘Right, thanks,’ I said, jotting it down. ‘I’ll get on and check.’


I disconnected, smiling. Surely that was it.


But the postcode didn’t match any of the eight law firms I had on my list.


Hence, two days later, I had found myself walking up and down Motcomb Street in Belgravia, a road of designer shops, art galleries and fashionable restaurants, wondering which of the unlikely twenty-eight addresses that shared the postcode SW1X 8JU was the one I wanted, assuming that it was one of those addresses anyway.


None of them looked remotely like a legal firm and there were no helpful brass plaques on any of the doors, so I went into each of the shops, galleries and restaurants to ask the staff if they knew of any law offices in the vicinity or anyone who might have placed an advert in the Law Society Gazette. None did. But it at least eliminated half of the addresses on my list.


Most of the buildings in the street were fine examples of Georgian architecture, three storeys high with intricate wrought-iron railings surrounding balconies on the upper floors. They had originally been built as single-family homes but each had long since been converted into a self-contained retail space on the ground floor with accommodation above accessed through a narrow front door squeezed alongside the shop and opening directly onto the pavement.


I looked up at the high windows, trying to see someone sitting at a desk or to spot some other clue that would indicate a place of work rather than a residence, but the angle from street level meant that mostly all I could see was the reflection of the sky.


In the end I resorted to simply knocking on the front doors or ringing the doorbells and seeing who was in.


By the time I got to the last one, I was beginning to be disheartened. At eight of the fourteen properties there had been no reply, while at five others the occupants obviously had no idea what I was on about when I told them that I’d arrived for my assessment.


‘Get lost,’ a man shouted at one property. ‘I’m not buying anything.’


At another, the door was opened on a security chain by an elderly woman. ‘Are you from the council?’ she asked through the crack.


‘No,’ I replied. ‘I’m here for my assessment.’


‘I’m the one who needs assessing,’ she said. ‘Are you sure you’re not from the council?’


I explained that I was absolutely certain I wasn’t from the council, and she was clearly not pleased at having come all the way down the stairs to open the front door for no good reason – ‘not in my condition’.


So, when I pressed the cheap plastic bell on the very last door, I was thinking more about the times of the trains from Paddington back to Totnes than anything else.


The door was grey with grime. I imagined it had once been white or cream but time had not been kind to the paintwork, which was flaking off badly at the top. The small brass-surround letterbox was corroded green, and the central doorknob had several screws missing such that it hung precariously to the wood.


‘Yes?’ asked a voice through the tiny speaker situated above the bell push.


‘I’ve come for my assessment,’ I said once more, with no hope or expectation.


‘Good,’ said the voice. ‘Come on up.’ And a click from within opened the door.


And so I had stepped into the world of Simpson White.


No one ever asked me how I found them. Only the fact that I had was important, not the means I’d employed. Three hours later, I had an offer of a job, although at the time I’d little or no idea what the job actually involved.


‘We are definitely not a law firm,’ ASW told me seriously, ‘and we’re not a PR company either. But we do deal in public relations, and we do need lawyers.’ Indeed, he spent more time telling me what they were not rather than what they were, as if he wasn’t entirely sure himself. But I liked him and he clearly liked me too. ‘So, do you want the job?’


‘How much does it pay?’ I asked.


He seemed slightly irritated that I should ask about anything as sordid as money.


‘How old are you?’ he asked, rather than answering my question.


‘Thirty,’ I replied.


‘Married?’


‘No,’ I said, wondering if that was a suitable question for a job interview.


‘Engaged?’


‘No.’


‘Any relationship at all?’


‘Not at present,’ I said, although that was surely none of his business.


‘Then why are you worried about how much I would pay?’


It was my turn to be slightly irritated.


‘I have to live.’


‘You’ll do that all right,’ ASW replied with a laugh, ‘and you’ll also never feel so tired, so excited or so important, all at the same time.’


‘So what would I actually do in the job?’ I asked.


‘Anything and everything,’ he replied somewhat unhelpfully. ‘We are basically an advisory service and we give legal and other advice to everyone from presidents and prime ministers to CEOs of major international companies. Anyone, in fact, who is in need of our help and is prepared to pay our fees.’


He drew breath and I sat quietly looking at him, waiting for him to go on.


‘We are specialists in crisis management. Crises will always occur, either man-made or from natural disasters, and the perception of how the crisis is managed is almost as important as the relief effort itself. Our job is simply to ensure that, when things are bad, they are not made worse by insensitive or downright stupid words and actions by those who are meant to be making things better.’


‘Like Deepwater Horizon,’ I said.


‘Exactly.’


Deepwater Horizon was a BP oil-drilling rig that exploded in April 2010 causing an environmental catastrophe in the Gulf of Mexico. BP bosses initially claimed it was only a small problem and that it was not their fault. For BP, the public relations disaster was almost as destructive as the physical one.


‘We sit on shoulders whispering advice into ears and hope it’s listened to – although, thankfully, we weren’t involved in that one.’


‘Okay,’ I said.


‘Okay what?’ ASW replied.


‘Okay, I’ll take the job.’


So here I was seven years later, leaving through that same grey, grimy front door on my way to King’s Cross and then on to Newmarket.


Horse racing! God help me.
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I didn’t need to receive the brief to know what I was going to.


‘PRINCE OF TROY DEAD IN STABLE FIRE’, read all the headline banners at the newspaper stands in King’s Cross.


Even I had heard of Prince of Troy. He was the current wonder racehorse, described by most as the best since Frankel. Some even said he was better.


I picked up the early edition of the Evening Standard and scanned the front page with its large ‘PRINCE OF TROY DEAD’ headline. According to the report, the horse had been a sure thing for the Derby in just over two weeks’ time, having swept aside all other contenders with consummate ease in his eight previous races, including in the Two Thousand Guineas, the first Classic of the season, just nine days ago.


But now he was gone, apparently roasted alive while standing in his stall. And, it seemed, he had not perished alone. The paper stated that six other top colts had died alongside him in the huge blaze that had rapidly engulfed a whole stable block overnight, fanned by a strong northerly wind coming straight off the Fens.


‘An immeasurable loss to racing,’ the paper went on, ‘and a personal tragedy for the trainer of the seven horses, Ryan Chadwick, and the whole of the Chadwick family.’


I tucked the newspaper under my arm, bought myself a take-away coffee from Starbucks, and found a seat at a table on the next fast train to Cambridge.


Wireless internet on trains was still pretty variable so Simpson White supplied all operatives with a ‘dongle’ that effectively turned a laptop computer into a large mobile telephone.


I downloaded my emails, including the one from Georgina with the brief.


Ryan Chadwick was not our client, as I had expected, nor indeed any of the Chadwick family. It was my old friend His Highness Sheikh Ahmed Karim bin Mohamed Al Hamadi, known universally as just Sheikh Karim, and he had been the owner of Prince of Troy.


Ahmed Karim had been a vibrant, carefree Arab crown prince of twenty-two when his father, the ruling emir, had been assassinated by his generals for thwarting their attempts to go to war once again with a neighbouring state. The new young leader had purged the army of his father’s murderers, made lasting peace in the region, and had dragged his oil-rich nation out of the Middle Ages and into the twenty-first century. Just thirty years on, it was now one of the leading financial and tourist centres of the Middle East.


But he hadn’t done so without the occasional crisis and challenge to his leadership. His rule was fair but firm, with firm being the appropriate word, and there had been a few scandals when overzealous officials in his administration had overstepped their authority, especially in dealing with tourists from more liberal European cultures. Hence, he and I had worked twice together before.


The brief outlined how Sheikh Karim had steadily built up a string of top-rated racehorses and it was his intention to eventually rival other Arab royal owners. He had sent his first two-year-old to the trainer Oliver Chadwick only nine years previously and now had some twenty Thoroughbreds in training in several countries.


His UK operation was still largely based at the Chadwicks’ Castleton House Stables on Bury Road in Newmarket and he had been anticipating his first ever Derby success with Prince of Troy.


The brief made it clear that I was to act as Sheikh Karim’s representative and to liaise with Oliver Chadwick directly. He’d been told to expect me.


Oliver, it seemed, was Ryan’s father and the current head of the Chadwick racing dynasty. Georgina had also added some basic background information on the Chadwicks, including a link to an article in the Racing Post written five years previously when Oliver had retired and Ryan had taken over as the trainer.


Oliver Chadwick was himself the son of one Vincent Chadwick, who had bought Castleton House on Bury Road soon after the Second World War. He had built the first stable yard and started training racehorses in 1950.


Oliver’s elder brother, James, had initially taken over the training licence when their father was killed in a car crash in the early 1970s, but it had passed to Oliver when James emigrated to South Africa only four years later.


Over the next thirty years, it was Oliver who built the reputation of the business until it was considered that Castleton House Stables was one of the finest racehorse training establishments in the country, with a list of owners that included not just Sheikh Karim but also the great and the good of British racing.


But Oliver had clearly been busy in other ways as well. The brief stated that he’d been married three times and he’d had two children with each of his first two wives – three sons and a daughter in all. Of the four, the three boys were still active participants in the racing industry.


Ryan, the eldest at forty-two, had been a two-time former champion jockey who had ridden many of Oliver Chadwick’s greatest training triumphs, including winners of the Derby, Oaks, St Leger and the Breeders’ Cup, before retiring from the saddle through injury and taking over Castleton House Stables from his father.


Declan, the second son by two years, had also been a very successful but not quite a champion jockey before following Ryan’s move into training. He currently ran a small yard on the outskirts of Newmarket and was just starting to make his mark as a possible star of the future.


Next by age, at thirty-two, was Tony and he was the only one of Oliver Chadwick’s offspring who was not married. He was still riding as a jockey, although he had never reached the dizzy heights of either of his older brothers, although, according to my newspaper, he had been widely expected to partner Prince of Troy in the forthcoming Derby.


The youngest, at twenty-nine, was Zoe, the only Chadwick daughter. Even though her married name was Robertson, she apparently sometimes referred to herself as Zoe Chadwick. She had moved away from Newmarket to London aged just eighteen, got married at twenty, and now lived with her husband and two young children close to South Ealing tube station.


Georgina had made a note in the brief that Zoe’s husband was called Peter and he was believed to be an estate agent, but lack of time had prevented anything further from our in-house researchers.


I leaned back in my train seat and watched the world rush by at a hundred miles per hour. I actually thought that the research team had done remarkably well in the very short period available, but what the brief failed to tell me was that inter-sibling civil war had broken out big time in the Chadwick family.


I would only find that out when I arrived at Newmarket.




Bury Road was closed in both directions, blocked by three large red fire engines from which snaked big fat hoses full of high-pressure water. In addition there were two television news vans with large satellite dishes open on their roofs. Camera crews and presenters milled around aimlessly, waiting, no doubt, for the next news bulletin and another report.


The driver that Georgina had arranged to collect me from Cambridge Station dropped me as close as he could get to the gates of Castleton House Stables. He jumped out first and opened the rear door of his smart black Mercedes and waited for me to emerge.


‘I’ll try and wait for you here, sir,’ he said. ‘If they move me on, I’ll park somewhere close by.’


‘Right,’ I said. ‘Thank you. I’ll call you when I need you. But I have no idea how long I’ll be.’


‘I’ll be waiting,’ said the driver. ‘Be as long as you like. I’ve got a good book to read. You can leave your bag in the boot if you want.’


‘Yes, I will,’ I said. ‘Thanks.’


I picked up the newspaper, checked I had my mobile phone with me, and stepped out of the car.


I was immediately struck by a strong smell of burning – not the sweet aroma of a garden bonfire but the acrid stench of burned flesh that bit painfully into my throat almost causing me to retch.


I’d done fires before and I hated them.


There was something indiscriminate and random about their nature, and so absolute in their destruction. In a flood, one can always dry out precious family photographs or works of art. Damaged they may be, but recognisable nevertheless. But in a fire, they are cruelly gone forever.


And, mostly, fires are accidental or the result of acts of God – a lightning strike, an electrical malfunction or a spitting hearth. No one meant them to happen, yet the urge to blame someone for one’s misfortune is inbuilt in the human psyche. Why didn’t someone spot the flames sooner? Why didn’t the fire brigade get here quicker? Why did someone build a faulty heater? Why us? Why? Why? Why?


It is no surprise that anger is the overriding emotion and victims lash out at any form of authority. The need to hold someone to account is very strong. Residents of fire-ravaged Grenfell Tower in west London loudly demanded justice, as if finding a scapegoat would somehow return their friends and relatives to life, restore their belongings and make everything well again.


And I didn’t criticise them for doing so. I would have done exactly the same in their position.


It is as if someone has burgled one’s house and removed all that one holds dear, except it is worse than that. At least after a burglary there is a focus for one’s anger, individuals to blame, and a forlorn hope that lost items may be recovered. After a fire there is nothing but total despair.


Presuming, of course, that the fire was an accident.




I walked in through the high gates of Castleton House Stables and was immediately confronted by a young uniformed policeman standing just inside.


‘Can I help you, sir?’ he asked.


‘I’m looking for Oliver Chadwick.’


‘Why? Are you press?’


‘No,’ I replied. ‘I’m Harry Foster.’ I handed him one of my business cards. ‘I am expected.’


‘Wait here,’ he ordered, and then walked off towards a pair of uniformed senior police officers who were standing near the big house to my left.


Even from this vantage point, it was easy to see from where the smell of burning emanated. Wisps of smoke were still rising from the burned-out remains of what had clearly once been a stable block identical to two others that were still standing, and all around me the ground was covered by a layer of ash like black snowflakes, blowing in the wind.


The three blocks, together with the big house, had formed the four sides of a square around a central quadrangle. There was a wide walkway along the front of each building and an immaculately tended lawn in the middle, bordered by a row of bright spring flowers, their pinks, greens and reds in sharp contrast to the pristine white walls and grey slate roofs of the stable blocks.


Beautiful.


Except that, on the far side of the square from where I was standing, the white walls were now fire-blackened and the tile roof completely gone. One of the stable blocks was nothing more than a shell, a few remaining charred roof timbers pointing heavenwards as if in some form of accusation towards God for allowing such a tragedy to occur.


To my right, sitting on the ground and leaning up against the wall of the nearest untouched block, were five firemen, their yellow helmets off and their heavy fireproof tunics open. I smiled down at them and received nothing but grimaces in reply. They were clearly exhausted, the sweat still standing out in huge droplets on their faces.


‘Well done,’ I said to them.


‘Those poor horses,’ one of them replied, shaking his head. ‘Nothing we could do.’


‘At least you saved the other stables,’ I said, pointing at the untouched buildings. ‘And the house.’


Indeed, I could see other firemen still hosing down the side of the house to ensure it didn’t ignite from the heat even now radiating from the epicentre of the disaster.


The young policeman returned, and, it seemed, he had been given the thumbs-up from his superiors for me to enter the premises.


‘They’re in the kitchen,’ he said. ‘That door there.’ He pointed.


‘Who are they?’ I asked.


‘The whole lot of them. The family, that is.’


His tone implied he was not a fan but at least he kept his tongue civil.


Georgina’s brief had indicated that, even though Ryan had taken over the training of the horses in the stables, his father still occupied the house, Ryan and his wife having remained in the modern home on the Fordham Road that they had built in the year he was first champion jockey.


I stepped over the bulging hoses and walked towards the door that the policeman had indicated.


I knocked.


There was no answer, not least because those inside would have had great difficulty in hearing. Not only were there shouts from the firemen manning the hoses and the constant roar of the fire-engine pumps out on the road, but I could also hear raised voices from within.


I stepped through the door to find that I was in an office with wooden desks against two walls, and two upright chairs, both in need of some reupholstery to their seats. On each desk there were computer monitors, switched off, and, above, rows of wooden pegs on which hung a mass of vibrantly coloured racing silks. The window next to the door would give someone sitting at the far desk a clear view out towards the stable yard.


The raised voices were coming from deeper within, so I walked along a short passage from the office towards the kitchen where the door was slightly ajar.


‘Why the hell should you care anyway?’ I could clearly hear a loud angry male voice. ‘You’ve done your best to put a spanner in my works at every turn.’


‘That’s not fair,’ countered a high-pitched female, emotion causing her voice to tremble somewhat. ‘It’s not Declan’s fault the Sheikh has decided to move the horses. He has always tried to help you.’


‘Ha! You call that help? You must be bloody joking. Stupid cow.’


‘Don’t speak to Bella like that.’ It was a second angry male voice. ‘If you have a problem with me, let’s go outside and sort it man to man.’


‘Stop it!’ shouted an older male voice. ‘We’re in enough trouble already without you two behaving like spoilt brats in the playground. Why can’t you all just get on?’


I was holding back in the passage, and for two reasons. First, I didn’t want to embarrass the family by bursting in when they were in the middle of a slanging match, and secondly, I thought I might just learn something. One never knew when an overheard snippet could be useful.


But there was a lull in the proceedings with just a general background hubbub, so I went up to the kitchen door and knocked loudly.


Everyone inside went immediately silent.


I waited.


A few seconds later, I heard footsteps and the door was pulled wide open by a short elderly man with a full head of wavy grey hair.


‘Mr Chadwick?’ I asked. ‘Oliver Chadwick?’


He nodded. ‘That’s me.’


‘Harrison Foster,’ I said. ‘From Simpson White. I believe you’re expecting me.’ I handed him one of my business cards.


‘Yes,’ he said, not sounding very pleased about it. ‘Come on in.’


There were seven of them altogether in the kitchen, four men and three women.


‘I’m Ryan Chadwick,’ said one of the men, confidently coming forward and offering his hand. ‘I’m the trainer here.’ He was obviously his father’s son, short and wiry with similar features and the same wavy hair, although his was mostly still dark with just a few grey streaks at the temples. ‘This is my wife, Susan.’


Susan Chadwick was a petite brunette, and even a catastrophic fire at her husband’s workplace had not prevented her from dressing smartly and applying bright red lipstick.


‘Declan Chadwick,’ said another of the men, stepping forward to shake my hand. ‘Ryan’s brother. And my wife Arabella.’


Arabella was a good three or four inches taller than her husband, with long blonde straight hair, centre-parted. She too had managed to apply her make-up, complete with mascara-lengthened lashes and rose eyeshadow.


‘And I’m Tony,’ said the fourth man, coming forward. ‘The runt of the Chadwick boys.’ He laughed but the others didn’t.


Even though I knew that Tony was actually in his thirties, his lack of stature, slight build and fresh face made him look much younger. He wore tight skinny jeans over his tight skinny legs and I wondered if he’d bought them from the children’s department.


That left just one other woman and there was an awkward pause before she stepped forward. ‘I’m Maria,’ she said. ‘Oliver’s wife.’


She alone of the women gave the impression of having being roused rapidly from her bed by the fire – her long fair hair was straggly and tied back into a ponytail, and she was wearing a loose-fitting grey sweatshirt and joggers.


According to Georgina’s brief, Maria was Oliver’s third wife, and clearly not the parent of either Ryan or Declan. For a start, she barely looked any older than them, and there was no acknowledgement from either as I shook her hand. Indeed, they turned the other way as if even looking at her was more than they could bear.


The wicked stepmother, I thought. And clearly not in favour.


‘Is there somewhere we could speak privately?’ I said to Oliver.


He looked at me, somewhat surprised. ‘There’s nothing you can’t say in front of my sons.’


I would have preferred it otherwise but, if he was happy, so be it.


I looked at each of them in turn. ‘My name is Harry Foster. I’m a lawyer and I am here as Sheikh Karim’s personal representative.’ I handed out more of my business cards. ‘The Sheikh is very keen to ensure that nothing is said or done that in any way reflects badly on him or his reputation. And that means he also has the wellbeing of you and your stables at heart. It must be clearly understood that nothing should be said by any of you to anyone, and specifically not to the press, without clearing it with me first, and I mean nothing. Not even ‘no comment’. That makes it look like you’re hiding something. Better to say nothing at all. Do you understand?’


I looked at Oliver and then at Ryan, Declan and Tony.


They didn’t like it. I could read it in their faces: Who is this upstart who is telling us what we can and can’t do in our own house?


‘Do you understand?’ I repeated.


‘Yes,’ said Oliver.


I looked at the others and they nodded.


‘Good. Now, can you fill me in on what has happened so far this morning? Who knew that Prince of Troy was one of the horses lost? And how did the press find out?’ I showed them the front page of the Evening Standard with its bold headline.


‘I spoke with all the owners I could find,’ Ryan said. ‘I left a message for the Sheikh.’


I was quite certain that he wouldn’t have given it to the newspapers.


‘Who else?’


‘I informed Weatherbys.’


‘Weatherbys?’ I asked.


‘They do all the administration for British racing. I have to tell them immediately if any horse entered in a race has to be scratched. Prince of Troy was one of those entered for the Derby. Weatherbys will have issued an urgent press release so that no more ante-post bets were placed on him.’


‘What time did you tell them?’ I asked.


‘I called their Racing Calendar Office at eight-thirty, when it opened.’


‘Did you tell them why Prince of Troy had to be scratched?’


‘Of course,’ Ryan said. ‘I notified them he’d died, and the six others, as I am required to do. And it’s hardly a bloody secret we’ve had a fire. There’ve been fire engines out on the road since midnight. Doesn’t take an effing genius to put those facts together.’ He nodded towards the newspaper I was still holding.


He was getting quite agitated, and who could really blame him? Seven of his best horses were dead. His Derby dream had literally gone up in smoke.


We were interrupted by a loud knock on the outside door.


Oliver went to answer it and returned with one of the two senior policemen I had seen earlier. The officer removed his silver-braided peaked cap as he came into the kitchen.


‘Mr Ryan Chadwick?’ he asked.


‘That’s me,’ said Ryan, stepping forward.


‘Superintendent Bennett,’ said the policeman, introducing himself. ‘Are all your stable staff accounted for?’


‘I believe so,’ Ryan said. ‘Why?’


‘Human remains have been found in the fire.’
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The discovery of a dead human along with the dead horses changed everything.


Within minutes the whole place was crawling with more police, many of them in full white forensic overalls, some with hoods and face masks, and blue and white POLICE DO NOT CROSS tape was strung everywhere, including across the door from the office to the stable yard.


Presently, another police officer arrived in the kitchen and asked Ryan for a list of names of all his staff and confirmation that they were accounted for.


The list was apparently no problem, it was in the office, but the whereabouts of the twenty-six individuals was less certain and more difficult to establish.


‘They went with the horses,’ Ryan explained.


Newmarket, it seemed, had rallied round in time of crisis, and accommodation for the surviving equines had been quickly offered by nearby stables with available space. Great care had been taken to record the location of each of the remaining four-legged residents, but less attention had been apportioned to the two-legged variety.


‘How many staff live on site?’ asked the policeman.


‘Eighteen,’ Ryan replied. ‘Six in flats built over the old stables and twelve others in a special hostel round the back in the new yard.’


‘New yard?’


‘Yes,’ said Ryan. ‘I currently train a hundred and five horses, at least I did before this. It’s now ninety-eight. The three old stable blocks in the quad close to the house can each house twelve, that’s only thirty-six, and we have four barns each with twenty-four stalls in the new yard, one hundred and thirty-two spaces in total. We call it the new yard but most of it’s more than thirty years old now. The last barn was built just before the turn of the millennium.’


‘Did anyone live over the stables that burned?’


‘No, thank God. We were refurbishing the two flats in that one. Almost finished them too. What a bloody waste of money that was.’ His shoulders drooped and he leaned forward on the office desk with a huge sigh as if even standing up straight was too much of an effort.


‘Mr Chadwick,’ the policeman said quite forcefully, ‘there is someone lying dead in your stable block. We need urgently to establish the whereabouts of your staff to eliminate them as the possible victim.’


‘Yes, of course. I’ll make some calls.’


Ryan spent the next two hours ringing round his staff and his neighbours. Meanwhile, Declan and Arabella left by the house front door, which opened directly onto Bury Road, to return to their own stable yard; Ryan’s wife, Susan, went to collect their children from her mother. Finally, Tony departed for Windsor where he had two rides at the evening race meeting.


Racing, and life, went on, at least for most.


Oliver and I sat at his kitchen table and he talked me through the events of the night.


‘I’m in bed by ten most evenings,’ he said. ‘My bedroom overlooks the old yard and I was woken at midnight by shouts outside from the stable lads. Thought I was having a nightmare. Except it was real. The block was already well alight with flames leaping through the roof. I could feel the heat through the window glass.’


‘Was it you or your wife who woke up first?’ I asked.


‘Me,’ he said. ‘Maria and I now sleep in separate rooms.’ He forced a smile, almost in embarrassment. ‘She claims my snoring keeps her awake.’


‘Where’s her bedroom?’


‘Only across the landing,’ he said.


‘Does it overlook the yard as well?’


‘No, the garden. Anyway, I immediately called the fire brigade, and then Ryan. Next I banged on Maria’s door to wake her. Then I rushed outside to help try and save the horses. It was pandemonium, pure pandemonium. Horses hate fire. Drives them crazy. We were fighting against them trying to get them out. It was awful.’


He swallowed hard, fighting back tears.


‘The heat was so bad we couldn’t get close to the block that was alight. All we could hear was the poor horses inside screaming, and that made the others even more frightened. Ryan and I decided they all had to be got away so we took those we could save down the road and tied them to the wooden fences beyond the Severals. We simply left them there while we got the others out. By the time we’d finished, we had almost a hundred top Thoroughbreds tied up in Newmarket town centre. Still had to keep the colts away from the fillies, mind, especially those in season. Even though all were shit-scared by the fire, their natural instincts are pretty strong so it was quite a struggle.’ He forced a laugh. ‘Funny now, I suppose. But not then, I can tell you.’


‘No,’ I said sympathetically. ‘What are the Severals?’


‘Trotting circles. At the town end of Bury Road.’ He paused. ‘People are pretty good though. When they heard about the fire, and the grapevine works pretty well in these parts, they all came out to help. About half of the horses were taken along to old Widgery’s place and the others went to yards all over the town, wherever there was any room.’


‘Old Widgery’s place?’ I asked.


‘You must know. Tom Widgery. Used to train on Fordham Road. Big place. Empty now since he died last December.’


I looked blank.


‘Don’t you know anything about racing?’ he asked, making it sound like an accusation.


‘No,’ I said.


‘Tom Widgery was the most famous trainer who ever lived,’ Oliver said patiently, as if he was addressing a child. ‘Won everything many times over. Still holds the record for number of Classic wins.’


‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘I was always keener on cricket.’


He gave me a stare of disapproval bordering on disgust but then he clearly remembered why I was there and smiled.


‘A fine game,’ he said, obviously not believing it. ‘But it’s not really a business.’


It is for some, I thought, but it was not worth labouring the point.


‘How about Sheikh Karim’s horses, other than Prince of Troy? Are they all safe?’


A pained expression came over Oliver’s face.


‘Sadly not,’ he said. ‘One of the other six lost was also owned by the Sheikh, a promising two-year-old colt called Conductivity. Cost a minor fortune as a yearling last October. Was due to have his first run this coming weekend up the road. Would have been a future champion, I’m sure. Damned shame.’


‘Was it insured?’ I asked.


‘Not by us,’ Oliver said. ‘That’s the owner’s responsibility. You tell me.’


I was pretty sure that Conductivity wouldn’t have been insured. Nor Prince of Troy. Sheikh Karim would act as his own underwriter and stand the risk himself.


‘How about the stables? Were they insured?’


‘You bet they were.’


‘And who stands to benefit from that, you or Ryan?’


‘I do. I still own everything. Ryan is my tenant. But neither of us are insured for loss of business.’


‘But the yard wasn’t full,’ I said. ‘So at least Ryan has the free space to cope with the loss of twelve boxes.’ Particularly with seven fewer horses, I thought, but decided not to say so.


‘I suppose so,’ Oliver conceded. ‘Not like in my day. Then the yard was full to overflowing with every box taken and a waiting list as long as your arm.’


‘Is the business in trouble?’ I asked.


‘No, nothing like that. It’s just . . . well, how do I say it? . . . He’s not me. I suppose a son always finds it difficult taking over a profession from a successful father. I try to keep out of his way as much as possible, but the owners . . . you know . . . they still want me to guide him.’


It sounded to me like a recipe for complete disaster.


‘So are the numbers of horses in the yard still declining or are they on the way back up?’


‘Times are difficult,’ Oliver said in reply. ‘People don’t have the spare cash they used to.’


I took that to mean that, yes, numbers were still declining.


I thought back to what Arabella Chadwick had said to Ryan while I was outside the kitchen door: It’s not Declan’s fault the Sheikh has decided to move the horses.


I decided it was high time I spoke directly with my client.




By the end of the afternoon several more facts had been established, the most pertinent one being that every one of Ryan’s stable staff had been accounted for. So the body in the burned-out stable block remained unidentified.


‘Do you have CCTV?’ I asked as we sat at the kitchen table.


‘Yeah, lots of it,’ Ryan replied. ‘We have cameras covering every stable block and every exit.’


‘So what does it show?’


‘Nothing.’ He threw his hands up in exasperation. ‘The control box with the hard-drive recorder was in the roof space of the block that burned. Whole thing is lost. Unbelievable. I’ve got lovely pictures of the new yard. Masses of them. That system is housed in the lads’ hostel. But for the old yard – nothing.’


‘How about sprinklers?’ I asked.


‘We have them in the new yard,’ Ryan said. ‘And we were having them retrofitted as part of the refurbishment of the flats in the old. I can’t bloody believe it. Another week and those in that block would have been working.’


‘Why was Prince of Troy in a building with no sprinkler system?’ I asked. ‘Surely your most valuable asset should have been in the safest place?’


‘I thought it was the safest place,’ he said quickly. ‘It’s close to the house. We’ve had intruders before in the new yard. And I keep all the colts together in the old yard. They’re easier to handle there without any fillies around. Before the fire I had twenty-six colts, sixteen three-year-olds and ten aged two.’


‘Are all the rest fillies then?’ I asked.


Ryan looked at me strangely.


‘No. There are also geldings and mares.’


‘What’s the difference between a filly and a mare?’ I asked.


Even I knew what a gelding was.


‘Age,’ he said, with an air of humouring an imbecile. ‘In British racing, a filly becomes a mare on her fifth birthday.’


‘On the first of January,’ I said, rather proud of myself that I knew that all horses have their birthday on the first day of the year, irrespective of when they were actually born.


‘In the northern hemisphere, yes,’ Ryan said. ‘In Australia it’s the first of August.’


‘August?’ I said. ‘Why not July? That would be halfway through the year.’


Now it was his turn to be baffled.


‘I’ve no idea. But it’s definitely the first of August.’


‘So what happens if a horse emigrates from here to Australia or vice versa, does it become half a year older or younger?’


He shrugged his shoulders. His time for humouring me was clearly over.


‘Look,’ he said. ‘Is there anything else? I’ve got my entries to do and I need to concentrate. They’re difficult enough without all this palaver going on.’


He stood up to go.


‘Just one more thing,’ I said. ‘What security arrangements are there at night? Are the gates locked?’


‘Of course they’re locked,’ Ryan said irritably. ‘The whole place is locked up tight. My head lad lives in one of the flats and he does a check last thing at night before he goes to bed.’


‘Did he do it last night?’


‘I’m sure he did. He does it every night.’


‘Then how did someone get in and end up dead in the fire?’


‘I’ve no bloody idea,’ he said. ‘It was probably some homeless bastard. Climbed the gates and broke into the stables, looking for somewhere to bed down for the night. Set the place on fire with a discarded cigarette, I shouldn’t wonder. Bloody deserved to die, if you ask me.’


There was a remarkable lack of sympathy all round from the Chadwicks for the person who had just lost his life in their stables. All the compassion was for the horses.


And all afternoon, there was a continuous string of telephone calls from other trainers offering condolences for the lost animals, particularly Prince of Troy. I knew because I listened in on some of them using a second handset, just to be satisfied that the caller was not a member of the press and Ryan was not saying something he shouldn’t. But, after a while, I just let him get on with it.


The press were finding out what had happened from other sources.


Both the police and the fire service gave interviews, with senior officers standing on the road outside the gates of Castleton House Stables, and each was carried live on the TV news channels.


I watched on the set in the kitchen with Oliver, Maria and Ryan.


The Suffolk senior fire officer was up first, explaining how fire appliances from as far away as Bury St Edmunds and Ipswich had initially attended the fire along with one from neighbouring Cambridge. He reported that the fire was finally out and he thanked the firemen for their work. In all, five fire engines had been used including the two from Newmarket Fire Station, which would remain on site damping down for the rest of the day. He also stated that, as yet, no cause of the blaze had been established but fire investigators would be moving in just as soon as it was safe for them to do so.


The senior police officer, however, was far more informative.


He confirmed to the waiting press that seven horses had been lost in the fire and also revealed to the eager reporters that there had also been at least one human victim. Consequently, he said, the stable yard was being treated as a potential crime scene, even though he was at pains to point out that no actual cause of death had yet been established.


But the reporters didn’t care about that. Instead, they gleefully indulged in media speculation over foul play and who might have been responsible.


‘That’s totally ridiculous,’ Ryan shouted loudly at the TV. ‘Why would anyone purposely set fire to a stable full of horses?’


I could think of lots of reasons but decided not to mention them.




At five o’clock that afternoon, the police were still refusing Ryan access to his stables, not even to the new yard, which was outside the lines of POLICE DO NOT CROSS tape.


‘Look here,’ he told them with rising irritation. ‘In spite of everything, I still have a business to run. None of my horses has had any exercise today other than walking down to the town in the early hours. The stewards allowed me to withdraw my two at Wolverhampton this afternoon but I’ve got one declared at Beverley tomorrow, and then I have a whole raft of runners later in the week at York, Newbury and here at Newmarket. It’s all well and good them being in other people’s stables, but their regular bedding is here, as is their food. Horses don’t like change. Even without Prince of Troy, I’ve still got two left in the Dante on Thursday. If I don’t get them back here tonight, they’ll have no chance.’ Then he added, almost as an afterthought, ‘Also my staff can’t get to their homes. Some of them are still wearing their pyjamas.’
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