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  In fondest memory of my dearest friend

  Diana Patin

  so much missed

  With thanks to my neighbour

  Andrew Higgins, MA, VetMB, MSc

  for his veterinary help and advice,

  and, as always, to Debbie

  


  

  The Federal Anti-Corruption in Sports Agency, FACSA, as depicted in this novel, is fictitious. But it could exist. Perhaps it should.

  


  

  To capture the Triple Crown of American racing, a horse has to win the Kentucky Derby, the Preakness Stakes and the Belmont Stakes.

  The races are for three-year-olds only, so a horse gets only one chance.

  Three championship races in a period of just five weeks.

  In more than 140 years since the first running of all three races, only twelve horses have managed the feat.

  Between the Triple Crown being won in 1978 and 2015, thirteen horses won the first two legs but then failed in their attempt to capture the most elusive prize in world
  sport.
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  ‘Where are those goddamn cops?’ Tony Andretti said it under his breath, quiet as a whisper, but it was full of frustration nonetheless.

  ‘Calm down,’ I murmured back. ‘They’ll be here soon enough.’

  Tony and I were lying side by side, out of sight in the bushes, next to a lay-by off the A34 trunk road north of Oxford. We’d been in position for several hours, getting ever wetter thanks
  to the persistent rain.

  ‘Call them in now, Jeff,’ Tony hissed at me angrily. ‘Or we’ll lose them.’

  I ignored him and went on watching through my binoculars.

  Two men were standing in the lay-by, between the cars in which they had recently arrived, their heads bent close together as if they didn’t want to be over-heard. Not that there was much
  chance of that, I thought, not with a line of heavy lorries thundering past noisily on the dual carriageway only a dozen or so yards away.

  One of the men, the shorter of the two, removed a white envelope from his trouser pocket and handed it to the other, who then turned away from the road, conveniently facing directly towards me,
  as he counted the banknotes it contained.

  I used the camera built into my binoculars to take a couple of still shots as the man thumbed through the wad, then I switched to video mode and zoomed in, first on the money in the man’s
  hands and then up to his face. The light wasn’t perfect but my top-of-the-range digital system would be well able to cope.

  Obviously satisfied with its contents, the taller man stuffed the white envelope into his anorak and then handed over a small flat package. I filmed it all.

  ‘Now, Nigel,’ I said quietly but distinctly into the microphone taped to my left wrist.

  I went on filming as the two men briefly shook hands and then started to return to their respective cars.

  ‘We’re losing them,’ Tony said to me in an irritated tone.

  I was beginning to think that he might be right, that I’d left it too late, when a couple of police squad cars arrived at speed, screeching to a halt and blocking in the vehicles in the
  lay-by. Even before they had come to a complete stop, the doors were flung open and four uniformed officers spilled out.

  The shorter of the two men stood stock still, openmouthed in disbelief, but the taller one turned and ran – away from the police, and straight at me, at the same time removing a
  long-bladed knife from his coat pocket.

  ‘Knife!’ Tony shouted loudly from beside me, as he struggled to stand up.

  The man changed from looking back at the police to looking forward to where Tony and I had been hiding. He saw Tony, who was now on his feet, and turned slightly to go directly for him, the
  blade facing upwards in his left hand in a manner that suggested to me that he knew exactly how to use it.

  I rolled over, grabbed Tony by the ankles and pulled hard.

  He came down on top of me, his considerable bulk sprawling over my legs.

  ‘Let go of me,’ Tony shouted angrily, trying to kick out towards my face.

  I hung on tight.

  The man with the knife hurdled the two of us and ran off into the trees behind, pursued by a pair of the policemen.

  They’re welcome to him, I thought, even with their anti-stab vests. I’d been on the wrong end of a carving knife once before and had no wish to repeat the experience.

  I released Tony’s legs and we clambered to our feet.

  ‘What the hell were you doing?’ Tony shouted at me, his face puce with rage. ‘I could have had him.’

  ‘He’d have had you, more like,’ I said. ‘Better to live to fight another day.’

  Tony stood staring at me, his hands bunched into fists, adrenalin still coursing through his veins. I stared back at him.

  Slowly he relaxed and his fingers uncurled.

  ‘I suppose you’re right,’ he said. ‘Thanks. But I’d have taken him down if I’d had a piece.’

  ‘Tony, you’re no longer with the NYPD.’

  As a younger man, Tony had been a cop, one of ‘New York’s Finest’.

  ‘I can’t get my head round you Brits and guns. Not even your cops carry them. You’re just asking to get yourselves killed.’

  I resisted pointing out to him that, in the previous ten years, only a handful of British police officers had been killed on duty, whereas hundreds of American cops had died in the same
  period.

  The remaining two police officers had arrested the shorter of the men and were applying handcuffs to his wrists while relieving him of the package, which was then carefully enclosed in a plastic
  evidence bag.

  Nigel had followed the police in his own car and was now standing to one side watching. Tony and I went over to join him.

  ‘Well done,’ I said, slapping Nigel gently on the back.

  ‘You’re certainly a cool one, and no mistake,’ Nigel said, smiling at me. ‘It was as much as I could do to stop the boys in blue turning up as soon as they knew the men
  had arrived.’

  I smiled back at him. Nigel Green was a colleague of mine in the integrity service of the BHA, the British Horseracing Authority, and we had together spent several weeks setting up this
  operation after a tip-off. We had been surprised that the police had been so cooperative, agreeing to wait in a farm lane with Nigel until I called them in. Word of our past successes, when they
  alone had previously failed, had clearly filtered up to the powers that be.

  ‘Damn right he’s cool,’ Tony said. ‘Nerves of steel. I’d have called the cops in far sooner.’

  ‘I’m not cool,’ I said jokily. ‘At least, not in that sense.’ In temperature terms, I was extremely cool, and very wet. I shivered. ‘If the posse had turned
  up before the package was handed over we wouldn’t have been able to implicate both men. That’s all.’

  ‘Do you think those guys will get their man?’ Tony asked in his rich New York accent, looking over his shoulder towards the woods.

  ‘Eventually,’ I said. ‘If not today then sometime soon. I have all the evidence we need on disc.’ I tapped the binocular-camera round my neck.

  The arrested man was frogmarched past us towards the police cars by two tall officers who made him look even smaller than he actually was.

  He stared at me with hatred in his eyes.

  ‘Hinkley, you’re a bastard.’ He said it with feeling.

  ‘You shouldn’t get mixed up with drugs, Jimmy,’ I said.

  The man was placed in the back of the police car.

  ‘He knows you, then?’ Tony said to me.

  ‘Indeed he does,’ I said. ‘Jimmy and I have crossed swords before.’

  Jimmy Robinson was a jockey, quite a good jockey, who had previously tested positive for cocaine and been banned from riding for six months as a result. That had been two years ago but he had
  clearly not learned his lesson.

  ‘I thought you always worked undercover.’

  ‘I used to, but things change.’

  It was a consequence of being a long time in the job. When I’d first started as an investigator at the BHA, fresh out of the army, I worked my entire time incognito, often using false
  beards and glasses to ensure that, even if I were seen, no one would recognise me again. But gradually, over time, my name and face were slowly put together by the racing fraternity and my covert
  work was now limited, although I could still occasionally get away with it provided I employed some of my more elaborate disguises.

  It was a situation I was not happy with. I had enjoyed living in the shadows, rather than in the spotlight.

  For some time I had even considered leaving the BHA altogether, packing up and moving abroad, possibly to Australia, to start again where my face was unknown.

  The two policemen returned from the woods empty-handed, which didn’t please Tony.

  ‘They should have caught him,’ he said to me. ‘Your cops need to be fitter.’

  I thought that was rather rich coming from him. Tony could hardly run fast enough to catch a cold. He had clearly put on far more than the odd pound since his days on the force.

  ‘We’ll have to call the dogs out,’ one of the policemen said. ‘They’ll soon find him.’

  ‘Get a helicopter up,’ Tony said, almost as an order. The policeman shook his head. ‘No point. Even their heat-seeking cameras can’t see through that lot.’

  I looked past him into the trees. It was, in fact, more of a plantation than a natural wood, with evergreen firs standing cheek by jowl for as far as I could see, which wasn’t very far at
  all due to a lack of illumination beneath the trees. If visible light couldn’t penetrate the cover, it was no surprise that infrared would be unable to do so either.

  ‘Do you need us any more?’ I asked.

  ‘Not here,’ said the senior officer. ‘But you will each need to give a statement concerning this operation. Can you do that on a Section 9 Form?’

  ‘No problem,’ I said. ‘I have one on my laptop.’

  Section 9 of the UK Criminal Justice Act 1967 allowed written statements to be accepted by a court as evidence, provided they obeyed certain conditions. The Section 9 Form wasn’t
  absolutely essential but it contained the necessary declarations of truthfulness and I was happy to oblige. The police had been uncharacteristically helpful so far and I had no wish to upset
  them.

  ‘Come on, Tony,’ I said. ‘Let’s go home.’

  Tony was my shadow, as he had been for the past two and a half weeks. His official title was Deputy Director at the Federal Anti-Corruption in Sports Agency (FACSA) based in Washington, DC, and
  he was on a fact-finding mission to the UK to learn how the integrity service operated at the BHA.

  He and I had instantly liked each other and I had enjoyed having him around, while he, in turn, had developed a love for British steeplechasing, and especially for the Grand National.

  Ten days previously, Tony and I had travelled north by train from London to Liverpool for the big race.

  He couldn’t get over the excitement that a single jumping race could generate in the population as a whole, with everyone discussing the relative merits of the forty runners, and every
  workplace running its own sweepstake.

  ‘At home in the States, steeplechase racing is mostly a small-town affair, run by farmers out in the boondocks. You’d be lucky to have more than a couple of tents in a field
  somewhere with some temporary bleachers. Nothing like this.’ He had waved his hand expansively at Aintree’s towering grandstands and the impressive media centre.

  ‘Over seventy thousand will be here today,’ I’d said, as Tony had shaken his head in disbelief, ‘with tens of millions more watching live on television.’

  And the Grand National itself had certainly lived up to all the hype with the eight-to-one favourite catching the long-time leader on the line to win by a nose in a photo finish.

  ‘Amazing,’ Tony had said repeatedly, as the victor was loudly cheered all the way to the winner’s circle, flanked by two police horses. ‘Is all your jump racing like
  this?’

  ‘No,’ I’d said, laughing. ‘You should try a wet winter Wednesday at Hexham. Two men and a dog if you’re lucky.’

  I had gone to the National not for any specific reason but simply to watch and listen, to gather intelligence and, maybe, to defuse any trouble before it started. At least that’s what
  I’d told myself, although I had mostly wanted to show off one of the great showpieces of British racing to my American guest.

  He had not been disappointed.

  Back in the lay-by, a police van arrived with a pair of vicious-looking German shepherds barking loudly through the rear windows.

  Nigel, Tony and I stood watching as the excited, snarling dogs were removed from the vehicle by their handler, a mountain of a man with hands as large as any I had ever seen. He crouched down to
  cuddle each dog in turn, allowing them to nuzzle their snouts into his neck, sharp teeth and all.

  Rather him than me, I thought.

  After this moment of tenderness, it was time for work.

  The dogs were first taken over to the car that belonged to the fugitive and given a few moments to register his scent. Then they were off into the woods, the strain on their leads almost pulling
  over the handler. A smaller man would have had no chance.

  ‘I’m glad I’m not the one they’re chasing,’ Nigel said. ‘Did you see those bloody fangs?’

  We all laughed but with a slight nervousness – it was really not a joking matter.

  ‘I’ll miss all this excitement,’ Tony said to us with a smile as we climbed into Nigel’s car. ‘I’m back to being stuck at my boring desk from next
  Monday.’

  ‘Don’t you get out into the field at all?’ I asked.

  ‘Not much any more. I’m getting too old. And too fat.’ He guffawed loudly and clasped his hands round his substantial midriff. ‘Nowadays I have a team of young pups like
  you to do all my legwork.’

  He remained unusually quiet and pensive all the way back to London, a smile never leaving his face. He didn’t elaborate on what was occupying his mind and I didn’t press him. He
  would tell me if he wanted to.

  He didn’t. Not then, anyhow.
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  ‘Diuretics!’

  ‘Yup. Mostly diuretics together with a few laxatives.’

  ‘No cocaine?’

  ‘Not even a dusting.’

  ‘Amphetamines? Or ecstasy?’

  ‘Nope. Nothing.’

  ‘Bugger!’

  It was the following morning in my office at BHA headquarters in Central London. Nigel was giving Tony and me the bad news about the contents of the handed-over package.

  ‘The cops aren’t very happy about it either, I can tell you,’ Nigel said. ‘My contact says they’ve dropped the investigation and released Jimmy Robinson with no
  charges and an abject apology. The chief superintendent is really angry and intends to call Paul Maldini to give him what for.’ Paul Maldini was Head of Operations at the BHA – our
  boss. ‘He claims we’ve made them look like foolish amateurs.’

  To be fair, I suppose we had. But we had also made fools out of ourselves.

  Nigel had received a tip-off from one of his regular cluster of covert informants that Jimmy Robinson was again dealing in drugs. Perhaps I had been naïve or careless in assuming that the
  drugs in question were unlawful, but Jimmy had previous form in that respect. I had called in the police and, with much pushing on my part, the matter had eventually gone right to the top with the
  Director General of the National Crime Agency applying to the Home Secretary for a communication intercept warrant on Robinson’s mobile telephone. That’s how we knew where and when to
  wait for the hand-over.

  ‘Couldn’t they indict Robinson for anything?’ Tony asked.

  ‘Purchasing medicines without a prescription?’ Nigel raised his eyebrows. ‘It’s hardly grand theft auto. You or I could do the same on the Internet.’

  ‘Then why all the cloak-and-dagger stuff in some deserted lay-by?’ I asked. But I already knew the answer. Whereas the drugs purchased may have not been illegal according to the
  Misuse of Drugs Act, both diuretics and laxatives were banned substances for jockeys under the Rules of Racing.

  ‘Does Jimmy Robinson have trouble with his weight?’ I asked.

  ‘Doesn’t every jockey?’ Nigel replied.

  It was true.

  Rises in racing weights had never kept up with the increasing height and bulk of the population as a whole. Before diuretics were added to the list of banned substances in 1999, their use had
  been widespread by jockeys of all abilities to control their weight.

  One former champion jockey once joked to me about taking a handful of pee-pills every day as his only breakfast. ‘The trouble was,’ he said, ‘they made me so dehydrated I got
  dreadful cramps. On one occasion I remember being given a leg-up in the paddock and being unable to get my left foot into the iron because of it. Had to bump-trot the horse all the way to the start
  before it eased.’

  Another told me he regularly used laxatives, taking them by the packet-full. ‘Explosive decompression,’ he’d said with a laugh. ‘I’d pebbledash the ceiling if I
  wasn’t careful.’

  I’d asked him what the jockeys did now that those drugs had all been banned. ‘Fingers down the throat, mate,’ he’d said. ‘Eat to ease the hunger pain then throw it
  all back up again so as not to put on any weight. Not clever really.’

  ‘Can’t do much for their teeth.’

  ‘Teeth?’ He’d laughed again. ‘Bugger the teeth. Most of those get knocked out in falls anyway.’

  I dragged my mind back to the matter in hand.

  ‘Surely Jimmy would know we would test him for diuretics,’ I said.

  ‘The police lab says this is something new. Still a thiazide, whatever that means, but a synthetic version. Perhaps Jimmy thought it wouldn’t show up in a test. And maybe he’s
  right.’

  ‘Why do these bloody drug firms keep muddying the water with new compounds?’ I sighed. ‘Don’t they realise we’re trying to stop the cheats?’

  ‘Apparently millions of people take diuretics every day for heart problems and high blood pressure.’

  ‘I’m one of those,’ Tony said meekly, tapping his jacket pocket.

  I suppose I couldn’t realistically blame the drug companies for making our life difficult, not if they were doing good for millions.

  I sighed again. ‘So why did the supplier run? And why pull a knife?’

  ‘He claims he didn’t know what was in the packet,’ Nigel said.

  ‘So they caught him then?’

  ‘My police contact said the man walked out of the woods with his arms in the air when he heard the dogs coming. He’d got rid of the knife by then, of course, and the cops
  weren’t about to launch a massive search for a weapon that hadn’t been used. The man claimed he was only an intermediary, delivering a sealed package for a friend.’

  ‘So why did he run?’

  ‘He says that he was told the package contained drugs and he’d assumed they were illegal.’

  He hadn’t been the only one.

  I was now even more relieved that Tony hadn’t had a ‘piece’ in the lay-by. I could imagine the furore that would have followed the shooting of a man who was supplying perfectly
  legal medication.

  ‘It seems odd to me that he just happened to have a knife in his pocket. Surely that’s not normal.’

  Tony waved a dismissive hand as if to say that it was quite normal where he came from.

  The man’s car had been removed to a forensic laboratory to be searched and, according to Nigel’s police chum, no illegal substances had been found. The man was free to pick it up
  whenever he wanted to.

  The phone on my desk rang. I answered it.

  ‘Jeff, it’s Paul Maldini,’ said a voice down the line. ‘I need you in my office, right away.’

  Oh God, I thought. The chief superintendent must have called.

  ‘On my way,’ I said.

  ‘And Jeff, bring Tony with you.’

  ‘And Nigel?’ I asked.

  ‘No. Only you and Tony.’

  How odd, I thought. It had been Nigel and me who had been responsible for setting up this sorry affair, not Tony. He had simply been an innocent observer to the disaster. It didn’t seem
  fair that he should be facing the firing squad alongside me.

  Tony and I made our way along the corridor to Paul’s office. It felt to me like we were two miscreant schoolboys who had been summoned to the headmaster’s study after having been
  caught smoking behind the bike sheds – hugely apprehensive and not a little frightened.

  ‘Ah, come in, come in, both of you,’ Paul said as I knocked and opened his door. ‘Sit down.’ He waved at the two chairs in front of his desk.

  I thought the condemned always had to stand to receive their punishment.

  Tony and I sat down.

  ‘Now, Jeff,’ Paul said, smiling and nodding at Tony, ‘Tony here has something to ask you.’

  ‘Eh?’ I was unsure what was going on.

  ‘I’d like you to come to the States,’ Tony said, half turning towards me.

  ‘Eh?’ I said again. ‘Isn’t this about the Jimmy Robinson affair?’

  ‘No,’ Paul said. ‘It is not.’

  ‘Didn’t the police chief superintendent call you?’ I asked.

  ‘As a matter of fact, he did,’ Paul replied. ‘And quite cross he was too. So I reminded him of all the things we had done right in the past and that we had acted in good faith
  in asking for their help in this case. I told him we had nothing to apologise for.’

  ‘What did he say to that?’ I asked.

  ‘Not much.’ Paul laughed as if amused by the memory. ‘I suspect they might not be so helpful in future, but we can live with that. Now, let’s move on. Tony spoke to me
  last evening and I’ve just had a meeting with the chief executive and the chairman and they have given their approval for his proposal.’

  ‘What proposal?’ I asked, confused.

  I felt like I was living in a parallel universe. I had been expecting to get a severe telling-off and yet here was Paul Maldini, a man with an infamous temper, smiling and joking as if I was
  flavour of the month.

  ‘I would like you to come and work for me,’ Tony said.

  I turned in my chair and stared at him.

  ‘Permanently?’

  ‘For as long as it takes,’ he replied.

  ‘For as long as what takes?’

  ‘Let me start from the beginning,’ Tony said. ‘But what I’m about to tell you is highly confidential and cannot be discussed outside the three of us. Not even the BHA
  chairman and chief executive have the full picture. Do I make myself clear?’

  ‘Absolutely,’ I said, even though I thought he was being rather melodramatic. As an ex-army intelligence officer, one thing I did know was how to keep a secret.

  ‘You are aware that I am Deputy Director at FACSA, an agency dedicated to preventing corruption in sport.’ He pronounced it ‘Facsa’, as a word rather than speaking out
  each of the letters in turn.

  I nodded.

  ‘We have the particular task of keeping US horseracing free of organised crime. As you may know, unlike here in the UK with the BHA, there is no national racing authority in the US. Each
  of our states has its own rules and is responsible for enforcing them. My federal agency was set up to provide a nationwide focus on anti-corruption, and the Thoroughbred horse industry, both
  racing and breeding, represents a significant part of our efforts. We even have a special section dedicated to it.’

  ‘Yes,’ I said. I knew most of this from discussions Tony and I had had during the last fourteen days. ‘But where do I fit in?’

  Tony looked around him as if making sure no one was lurking and listening. He also lowered his voice.

  ‘For some time I have had my suspicions that we have an informant in our ranks.’

  ‘Mmm,’ I mused. ‘Corruption within the anti-corruption agency. Not good.’

  ‘Indeed not,’ Tony said.

  ‘How do you know?’ I asked.

  ‘I don’t know,’ Tony said. ‘I only have suspicions. My racing team have initiated several operations only to discover that the target has got rid of the evidence
  just before we turn up. At first I thought it was bad luck, but it has happened too often.’

  ‘What sort of operations?’ I asked.

  ‘We recently raided the barns of a trainer who we believed was employing illegal immigrants as grooms, mostly Mexicans, paying them well under the minimum wage and in cash to avoid federal
  payroll taxes and Social Security dues. We had done our homework and were pretty sure we had the trainer dead to rights. All we needed was to catch the illegals in the act.’

  ‘But you found none?’ I said.

  ‘Not one. Vanished like mist in the morning sunshine.’ Tony held his hands out, palms uppermost. ‘On another occasion we received a tip from a disgruntled ex-employee that a
  Maryland horse farm was using an unlicensed antibiotic together with equine growth hormone on a newly born foal in order to determine if they made the foal grow faster and larger. This practice
  would be unlawful under the US Animal Welfare Act, but we were involved because it would also constitute a fraud on the future buyer of the foal. So the team arrived one day at dawn to search the
  premises and take blood samples for analysis.’

  ‘What did they find?’ I asked.

  ‘That the foal had been euthanised and the carcass cremated.’

  ‘Did the farm give a reason?’

  ‘They tried. Some hooey about the animal kicking out and breaking its leg. But the pit was still red-hot from the fire. They must have incinerated the poor thing through the
  night.’

  ‘It could have been a coincidence,’ I said. ‘They do sometimes happen.’

  ‘If it were only those two I might agree but there have been more, like a fire that conveniently destroyed all the computers in the office of an illegal bookmaker hours before they were to
  be seized.’

  ‘Arson?’

  Tony rolled his eyes. ‘Not that anyone could prove.’ ‘Have you had a leak inquiry?’ I asked.

  ‘Not officially. But the Director and I initiated a review of our internal and external communications. In the process, we covertly examined the email and phone records of all of our staff
  who knew about the operations ahead of time, but it turned up nothing of any use.’

  ‘How many people knew about these operations beforehand?’

  ‘About twenty.’

  ‘Why so many?’

  ‘There are eight field agents in the horseracing team with a half a dozen backup support staff. Then there are three or four senior personnel, myself included, who would be fully briefed.
  Plus the Director. All would know about an operation ahead of time. Most would be involved either in the planning or in the decision to give it the green light.’

  ‘That’s far too many,’ I said. ‘A true secret stops being secret when two people know it, let alone twenty. Planning should be done by only two or three key decision
  makers, with those taking part in the raid briefed about the operation and told the target only immediately before the off, when it’s too late for the information to be leaked.’

  Tony looked down at his hands as if somewhat embarrassed.

  ‘We are a relatively new agency,’ he said. ‘We clearly still have much to learn.’

  ‘So you want me to come and teach your people how to do it,’ I said rather flippantly.

  ‘I suppose that would be nice eventually,’ Tony said seriously, ‘but what I really want you to do now is to come and find our mole.’

  ‘Why me?’ I asked.

  Tony and I were safely back in my office with the door firmly shut. Even so we kept our voices to a murmur.

  ‘A number of reasons,’ Tony said. ‘Mostly because you know what you’re doing and, because you are an outsider, you are above suspicion. I came to London specifically to
  recruit you but I needed to be sure. Hence I’ve watched you closely over the past two weeks and I am sure you are the right man. You are determined and single-minded and, most
  important, you are unflappable. Yesterday you demonstrated admirably that you can keep your head when all around are losing theirs, and that includes me.’

  ‘I try,’ I said.

  As an army intelligence officer in Afghanistan, it had been my task to acquire information from local tribal leaders, most of whom hated the Taliban only fractionally more than they hated the
  British. Meetings were always fraught with danger, and a wrong word or action could result in an all-out shooting response. Keeping one’s head at all times was essential, metaphorically and
  literally.

  ‘But surely there is someone else in another part of your organisation who is better placed to investigate the leak?’

  ‘I need someone who understands the racing industry.’

  ‘I know British racing,’ I said. ‘not American.’

  ‘No matter,’ Tony said. ‘I’ve realised during my stay that horseracing here is much the same as in the US and the potential for trying to beat the system is
  identical.’

  ‘I’m not so sure,’ I said. I’d been to the United States before, on holiday, and everything had seemed very different – bigger, brasher and more ballsy.

  But Tony wasn’t giving up that easily.

  ‘Jeff, I need your help. Having a corrupt component in an anti-corruption organisation is like having a cancer. It has to be excised and destroyed, otherwise it will grow and spread,
  killing the whole body.’

  I knew what he meant more than most – my sister had cancer.

  ‘But I know nothing about how your organisation operates.’

  ‘I consider that a plus. You won’t be blinded by procedure and protocol. You will be able to look at things afresh while being someone who knows what to look for. I can hardly ask
  one of my own racing team – I might be approaching the very person we’re looking for.’

  ‘Don’t you trust any of them?’

  ‘I thought I did. I picked them all myself. Nearly half are ex-military and the rest are ex-cops. I’d have trusted each of them with my life six months ago. Now I wouldn’t walk
  down a dark alley with any of them.’

  It never ceased to amaze me how wafer-thin and fragile trust can be. All relationships, both work and play, rely on trust as their foundation, yet that trust can be dispelled so quickly by a
  single word or a casual action, anything that plants a seed of doubt in the mind. And once trust has gone, it is difficult, if not impossible, to re-establish. Ask any divorce lawyer. It’s
  not a lack of love that drives most marriages apart, but a lack of trust.

  ‘But there must be other people you could ask, someone from another agency like the FBI or CIA?’

  ‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘But would they know what to look for? Also, we at FACSA value our independence. It took much persuasion in Congress for our agency to be set up outside of
  the FBI rather than as a subsection of it, against the wishes of their then Director. Neither my Director nor I have any wish to go to the FBI now and admit we were wrong.’

  ‘And were you wrong?’ I asked.

  ‘Not at all. FACSA reports directly to the Attorney General and the Department of Justice, the same as the DEA and ATF do, and I want to keep it that way.’

  ‘DEA and ATF?’

  ‘Drug Enforcement Administration and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms.’

  ‘You Yanks do love your acronyms,’ I said with a laugh.

  ‘Be grateful you don’t work for the Navy’s Bureau of Medicine. Its official acronym is BUMED.’

  ‘You’re kidding me.’

  ‘I’m not. Its headquarters building is on Arlington Boulevard. I pass it every day on my way into work.’

  ‘In Washington?’ I asked.

  ‘Across the Potomac in Virginia. We’re in Arlington, near National Airport. Real estate in DC has now gotten too expensive for the government. Even the FBI is currently looking to
  move out.’

  Did I fancy some time in Virginia during the spring? I’d heard of the Washington Cherry Blossom Festival. I wondered if it would still be out.

  ‘OK,’ I said. ‘Tell me what you want me to do.’
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  ‘America?’

  ‘Yes.’

  I was on the telephone to Faye, my sister. Her with the cancer.

  ‘How long for?’

  ‘I don’t really know,’ I said. ‘But not for too long, I hope.’

  For as long as it takes, Tony had said.

  ‘On holiday?’

  ‘No. I’m going to be on attachment to the American anti-corruption agency. It’s like an exchange. Their Deputy Director has been here with us at the BHA for three weeks and
  I’ll be doing the same over there.’

  ‘When do you go?’ she asked.

  ‘I’m already at Heathrow. My flight leaves in an hour.’

  ‘That was rather sudden.’

  ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I only knew about it myself two days ago. I should have called but, you know how it is, I’ve been busy getting everything done ready to leave.’

  ‘Is Henrietta with you?’

  ‘No,’ I said.

  There was a silence from the other end of the line as Faye waited for me to expand my answer. I didn’t.

  ‘It is over then?’ she asked finally.

  ‘Pretty much,’ I said. ‘We live in different worlds.’

  Henrietta had been my girlfriend for the past few months. An initial whirlwind romance that had cooled almost as quickly as it had started. Such was life.

  ‘Does she know you’re going away?’ Faye asked.

  ‘I told her last night,’ I said. ‘I think she was relieved.’

  ‘I’m sorry.’

  Yes, so was I. But it was no good trying to go on if it didn’t work.

  ‘You’ll also miss Quentin’s birthday.’

  Quentin was Faye’s husband, my brother-in-law, and missing his birthday was not something I would be losing any sleep over, unlike Henrietta.

  ‘When is it?’

  ‘Next weekend,’ Faye said. ‘I was going to ask you over.’

  ‘I’ll send him a card.’

  ‘Right.’

  She seemed distant, as if thinking of something else.

  ‘Is everything OK?’ I asked.

  ‘Absolutely.’

  There was something about the way she said it that convinced me that things were absolutely not OK.

  ‘Are you well?’ I asked.

  A simple question with so many unspoken nuances.

  There was another silence from her end.

  ‘Faye, what’s wrong?’ I asked earnestly.

  ‘I’m told it’s nothing to worry about.’

  ‘What is nothing to worry about?’ I asked, with dread in my heart.

  ‘I’ve been feeling a bit under the weather recently.’ She forced a laugh. ‘Not that that’s been unusual these past few years. So I went to see my oncologist and he
  did some tests and a scan. I received the results yesterday.’

  She paused.

  ‘And?’

  ‘There’s another spot on my liver.’

  Oh dear God, I thought, will this bloody disease never leave her alone?

  ‘What precisely did the doctor say?’ I asked.

  ‘He told me it was nothing to worry about but, naturally, I do. I’ve got to have another round of chemo and maybe some radiotherapy. I can’t say I’m particularly looking
  forward to it.’

  ‘My dear Faye, I’m so sorry. Perhaps I shouldn’t be going.’

  ‘Nonsense. Of course you must go. The chemo won’t start for at least another week anyway as I have a touch of flu and they want me to recover from that first. It seems the damn chemo
  drugs also reduce my white-cell count and I need those to fight the infection. You’ll be back before things get really bad. I’ll be fine. I promise.’

  Was she trying to convince me or herself?

  ‘I can always fly home if you need me. You only have to call.’

  ‘Thank you, but I’m sure I won’t need you. I’m a big girl and I can look after myself. You go and enjoy yourself.’

  I was pretty sure it wasn’t going to be a fun trip, but I didn’t say so.

  ‘I’ll call you as soon as I know where I’m staying. The agency’s head office is in Virginia, near Washington, DC.’

  ‘Say hi to the President for me.’ Faye laughed again, this time with a little more genuine amusement.

  ‘Sure will.’

  My flight landed at Dulles Airport at a quarter past two, Washington time, on Saturday afternoon.

  I had looked up the climate for Virginia on an American weather website. The temperature averaged from sixty-two degrees Fahrenheit at the beginning of the month to seventy-two at the end. But
  it regularly varied from below fifty to almost ninety.

  I’d decided I would have to take everything from shorts and T-shirts to a scarf and gloves, in fact the whole shebang other than my skiwear. I had also packed my collection of disguises.
  You never knew when they might be useful. Fortunately the luggage allowance in business class was fairly generous.

  Tony had worked miracles at the US Embassy in London and had fixed within twenty-four hours both a letter of introduction and the required non-immigrant work visa. Consequently, apart from the
  usual lengthy queue, I had no difficulty in clearing US Immigration and Customs.

  There was even a driver waiting for me in the arrivals hall with HINKLEY written in large letters on an iPad screen.

  ‘That’s me,’ I said, going up to him.

  ‘Welcome to America,’ he said, taking my luggage trolley. ‘I’m parked across the road in the lot.’

  I followed him out of the terminal into bright sunshine.

  Today must be one of the nearly-90-degree days, I thought, as I rapidly started to perspire under the intense rays. It is easy to forget how much further south Washington, DC is compared to
  London. Apart from Alaska, not a single part of the United States is as far north as any part of the United Kingdom, with Washington at the same latitude as Lisbon in Portugal. Perhaps I
  wouldn’t need my scarf and gloves after all.

  Thankfully, the car was air-conditioned and the driver also knew where we were going, which is more than I did. He took me to a hotel in Arlington where the reception staff were expecting
  me.

  ‘Someone called Mr Andretti made the reservation this morning,’ said the young woman behind the desk. ‘He didn’t say when you were leaving.’ She raised her eyebrows
  in a questioning manner.

  ‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘I don’t yet know.’

  My accommodation was more of an apartment than a regular hotel room, with a small kitchen plus sitting room as well as bedroom and bathroom. It overlooked the Pentagon, Arlington National
  Cemetery and the Potomac River, with the Lincoln Memorial and the rest of Washington’s iconic buildings clearly visible in the distance.

  As I stood by the picture window taking in the spectacular view, I had mixed emotions. Part of me was excited to be here in a new place, with a new task among people who did not know me, just as
  I had longed for, but I was suddenly overwhelmed by the undertaking ahead of me.

  I had done some research on FACSA and had been amazed to discover that it had over 800 federal agents and nearly 2,000 other employees, most of them at its Virginia headquarters. Even the
  horseracing team, one of the smallest sections in the agency, was larger than I was used to at the BHA.

  How was I going to discover a mole in that lot?

  A knock at my door brought me back from my daydreaming. It was Tony.

  ‘Welcome, Jeff,’ he said, shaking my hand. ‘Everything OK?’

  ‘Fine,’ I said. ‘Good flight, and this is very comfortable.’ I waved my hand around.

  He smiled. ‘Anything you need?’

  ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I need information. In particular I need copies of the personnel files for all your racing team and the results of your communication inquiry.’

  He nodded but looked troubled.

  ‘I’m not sure I can get the personnel files.’

  ‘You’re Deputy Director,’ I said. ‘Surely the files are not confidential from you.’

  ‘It is not the confidentiality that’s the problem, although they are, it’s that I don’t want anyone to know why you are here, not even the personnel team.’

  ‘Tony, I really need that info. Otherwise I’ll be wasting my time. I should really have the opportunity to study it before I arrive at your offices on Monday.’

  ‘I’ll get on to it. Anything else?’

  ‘Yes. I also need details of all the operations that you have launched, including those that you feel were compromised. There has to be a common link. And I need direct access to you at
  any time.’

  ‘I’ll give you my private cell number,’ Tony said. ‘Never ever contact me at the agency, either in person or by using agency comms.’

  ‘I thought I was here as your guest, as you were mine at the BHA.’

  ‘My trip to the BHA was made without the knowledge of anyone at FACSA other than the Director. As far as anyone else at the agency is concerned, I was away on annual leave travelling in
  Europe with my wife, Harriet. Your cover is that you are here under our international exchange scheme for law-enforcement agencies simply to observe our methods of operation.’

  ‘But the British Horseracing Authority is not a law-enforcement agency.’

  ‘I know but it is as good as. The exchange scheme was the best excuse the Director and I could think of. All federal agencies have observers from other national police forces, mostly from
  those where the US is helping to set up law enforcement such as in Afghanistan and Iraq. So our staff are used to visitors but, as such, you would not have direct access to the Deputy Director.
  Therefore you must never contact me except through my private cell. And never refer to anyone about my time in London. That’s essential. I do not want to give our mole friend any cause for
  alarm.’

  There was something about the way he said it that made the hairs on my neck stand up.

  ‘What are you not telling me?’ I looked him directly in the eye.

  He turned away.

  ‘What is it?’ I asked.

  ‘It might not be connected.’

  ‘What might not be connected?’

  He looked back at me.

  ‘You are not the first person we have approached to assist us.’

  He paused.

  ‘Who is the other person?’ I asked.

  ‘Was,’ Tony said. ‘He’s dead. He was killed last December in an auto wreck on I-95 south of Baltimore.’

  ‘Accident? Or deliberate?’

  ‘There was a thorough investigation by the Maryland State Police. Their conclusion was that he went to sleep while driving home late at night. His vehicle left the road, hit a tree and
  caught fire. Toxicology tests showed he’d been drinking.’

  ‘Didn’t your agency initiate its own investigation?’ I asked.

  ‘How could we?’ Tony said. ‘It was outside our jurisdiction.’

  ‘Who was he exactly?’

  ‘His name was Jason Connor. He was a journalist who wrote about horseracing for a magazine called Sports Illustrated.’

  I nodded. I’d heard of it.

  ‘How did you come to use him?’

  ‘Initially, Connor went to NYRA last October because he was concerned about blood doping in racehorses at Belmont during their fall meet. He had seen some transfusion apparatus at a
  training barn at the track that he felt was suspicious.’

  ‘NYRA?’ I pronounced it as a word in the same way as Tony had.

  ‘New York Racing Association. They control horseracing at the three tracks in New York State. It was NYRA who contacted us. We initiated a raid on the barn and we found absolutely nothing.
  The whole place had obviously been steam-cleaned. I have never seen a barn so spotless and disinfected. You could have eaten your dinner off the stall floors. And the horses had been sent away to
  Kentucky for what was described as a vacation. I ask you. Some of them had been due to race at the track that week. The whole thing was a farce.’

  Tony shook his head.

  ‘Jason Connor was furious. What he was really after, of course, was an exclusive for his magazine and now he wouldn’t get one. He blamed both the agency and NYRA for leaking the
  information. At first we dismissed his notions as just the ranting of an angry man, but then I started looking at how often our operations were being compromised. That’s when I went back to
  him to ask him for help.’

  ‘And you now think his death was to do with that?’

  ‘The Chief Medical Examiner for Maryland declared his death was accidental but I’ve never liked coincidences. On the very day Jason Connor died, he’d been to Laurel Park
  racetrack to question a groom who had previously been working at the barn at Belmont.’

  ‘What did the groom say?’

  ‘I don’t know. Connor never got to report back and the groom has since vanished. Not that that’s particularly unusual. It happens all the time. He was probably an illegal alien
  who was frightened away by the attention.’

  ‘Didn’t you try to find him?’ I asked.

  ‘Of course. But trainers’ record-keeping is not always great at the tracks. Turns out the groom had a work permit issued on forged paperwork in the name of a 26-year-old Mexican
  called Juan Martinez. That may or may not be his real name. Martinez is by far the most common surname in Mexico, much more so than Smith is here. And they didn’t even have a
  photo.’

  ‘Who did the looking?’ I asked.

  ‘What do you mean?’

  ‘Was it someone from your agency?’

  ‘I did it myself,’ Tony said. ‘I was once a detective in the Bronx. I reckon I still know the moves but this one was a dead end.’

  ‘So who at the agency knew about Jason Connor?’

  ‘Everyone in the racing section knew he’d been to NYRA with the original concerns. That was common knowledge. It was with the help of his information that we set up the
  operation.’

  ‘Who knew he’d also been approached to help find your leak?’

  ‘Supposedly only the Director, the chief of the horseracing team, and me.’

  ‘Who is the chief of the horseracing team?’

  ‘Norman Gibson. He’s an ex-cop from Chicago.’

  ‘Do you trust him?’

  ‘I would say so, yes.’

  ‘Does he know about the real reason I’m here?’ I asked.

  ‘No. He does not.’

  ‘So you don’t trust him that much,’ I said. ‘How about the Director of FACSA? Do you trust him more?’

  ‘I’d trust him with my life,’ Tony said.

  ‘How about with mine?’

  It felt like the stakes had suddenly been raised dramatically.

  It was clear to me that, whatever the Maryland Medical Examiner might say, Tony believed that the death of Jason Connor and the investigation into the agency leak were connected. And I
  didn’t like coincidences either.

  ‘Why didn’t you tell me all this in London?’ I asked.

  Tony looked uncomfortable. ‘I don’t know. Maybe I was afraid you wouldn’t come.’

  He clearly didn’t know me very well.

  ‘OK,’ I said, clapping my hands together. ‘In the light of all that, we need to beef up our security. First, you shouldn’t be here now, it is a risk we ought not be
  taking.’

  ‘I told no one I was coming here, not even Harriet.’

  ‘No matter,’ I said. ‘You are Deputy Director of an agency that employs over two thousand people. Your offices are up the road from here. Even on a Saturday, one of those
  employees might have seen you arrive as they walked their dog. Then they might mention it to a colleague, just in passing, and so on. You never know who is watching or listening.’

  Tony nodded.

  ‘Also,’ I said, ‘it was a mistake to give your name when you made the hotel reservation. The front desk staff told me it was made by a Mr Andretti.’

  ‘I had to use a credit card to confirm.’

  ‘Your private card?’

  ‘The agency’s.’

  ‘Who has access to the statements?’

  ‘I have to sign them off for the finance team.’

  ‘Won’t someone question a charge for a hotel so close to the offices?’

  ‘I’ll say we were entertaining a guest,’ Tony said.

  ‘And the next question would be who and why. What are you going to do? Lie? Lies get you into trouble if only because someone in the finance team will think you’re having an affair
  – getting a little bit more than only a ham sandwich during your lunch break. I will pay for the hotel with my own credit card. You can reimburse me at a later stage.’

  Tony nodded. ‘I’ll give you my cell number.’ He reached for the notepad and pen next to the hotel phone.

  ‘No,’ I said. ‘Not secure enough. I will buy two pay-as-you-go phones. One will be delivered by courier to your office marked for your attention only. We will only use those to
  talk to each other. You must not use that phone for any other reason.’

  Tony looked rather sceptical that such a thing was needed.

  ‘Tony,’ I said firmly, ‘this is important. We must take no unnecessary risks. Get the personnel files and have them delivered to me here, preferably by tomorrow. Pay cash for
  the delivery and arrange it yourself well away from Arlington. And don’t use the agency address on the paperwork.’

  ‘OK,’ he said. ‘I’ll get on it.’

  ‘Now, who do I report to and what have they been told?’

  ‘Norman Gibson is expecting you on Monday morning. He’s been told you are from England and are part of the international observer scheme.’

  ‘Does he know I work for the British Horseracing Authority?’

  ‘All he’s been told is that you are from England and you are to be shown the workings of our horseracing section.’

  ‘I think that I’ll say I am from the BHA. It’s too dangerous otherwise. Am I supposed to be sponsored by the British Government?’

  ‘Yes,’ Tony said, ‘through the Embassy. That’s how exchanges have been organised in the past.’

  ‘Let’s hope your mole doesn’t have a friend who works at the British Embassy.’

  ‘Do you think he will check?’

  ‘I would if I were him,’ I said. ‘I’d be hugely suspicious of anyone turning up unexpectedly. I expect him to verify my story down to the very last detail. That’s
  why it is essential he can find me at the BHA.’

  I was reminded of the advice I’d been given in the army by an MI6 operative – a spook. ‘Lie only when it is absolutely necessary,’ he had said. ‘Make your cover
  story as true as it can be. Otherwise it will be the little things that catch you out while you are concentrating only on the big ones.’

  ‘I’ll get on to Paul Maldini in London to warn him,’ I said.

  ‘What about the Embassy?’

  ‘If Norman Gibson has already been told that it has been arranged through the Embassy then we’ll have to take the chance. Changing things now will draw more attention.’

  ‘Norman may not have told anyone else,’ Tony said.

  ‘No matter. Leave it.’

  I did not want anyone else knowing the truth.

  My life might depend upon it.
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  On Sunday morning I walked down the street to the Fashion Centre at Pentagon City, a vast shopping mall over four floors with everything from major international department
  stores to a shop dedicated only to the finer art of men’s shaving.

  I was searching for a mobile-phone store. There were two and, in one of them, I found what I was looking for.

  ‘This one won’t go on the Internet.’ The young sales assistant was doing his best to direct me towards one of his more expensive models.

  ‘I know,’ I replied patiently. ‘It’s for my mother and she doesn’t really understand technology.’ In fact, my mother had died when mobile phones were still
  the size of a brick, but the young man wasn’t to know that. ‘This is the model I have been recommended by her care home. I’ll take two of them.’

  ‘Two?’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t know if we have two. No one ever wants phones like this any more.’

  He went off into the back still shaking his head but triumphantly returned holding two boxes from which he blew off the dust.

  ‘You’re lucky,’ he said. ‘These are the last ones. The company is discontinuing this item when they’ve all gone.’

  ‘It will still work though, won’t it?’ I asked with mild concern.

  ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘It’ll work fine for calls and texts, but it is not 4G. It’s not even 3G and doesn’t have Bluetooth, GPS or even a camera. Are you sure you
  still want it? The iPhone 6 does far more. That’s like a full-blown computer in your pocket and very good value. We have it on special offer.’

  His enthusiasm was almost infectious.

  ‘These are just perfect,’ I said, touching the two boxes in front of me on the counter. Perfect, I thought, if you wanted phones that weren’t ‘smart’. Smartphones
  might be great for accessing the Internet and for using the thousands of apps available for download, but they could also be tracked and hacked.

  ‘Right,’ said the young man, slightly deflated. ‘Do you want them on a contract?’

  ‘No. Pay-as-you-go.’

  ‘It is cheaper on a contract,’ he said, ‘in the long run.’

  ‘But I’m not sure my mother has a long run,’ I said, smiling at him. ‘Pay-as-you-go will be fine.’

  ‘For both?’

  ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘For both. My mother has a habit of mislaying things so I’m buying her two.’

  He clearly thought I was mad but he inserted SIM cards into the phones before topping them up with a hundred dollars each of credit. More than enough, I thought, for calls and texts between Tony
  and myself over the next few weeks.

  I paid for it all with cash and gave a made-up name and address to the young man for the guarantee – just to be on the safe side.

  Next I went into a computer store and bought a desktop colour printer, spare ink cartridges, a USB connecting lead and some paper.

  Finally, I went to the FedEx Office Print-and-Ship store on Crystal Drive, conveniently open on a Sunday, and arranged for one of the phones to be delivered early the following morning to Tony
  Andretti at FACSA.

  ‘Any message?’ asked the young woman behind the counter.

  ‘No,’ I said. ‘Only the box, thank you.’

  I again paid in cash and gave a false return address. The transaction might have been anonymous but I had noticed the CCTV camera in the corner of the store, silently recording the faces of
  everyone who entered. I wondered whether I should have used one of my disguises, but perhaps I was being paranoid about secrecy.

  But it was better to be paranoid, I thought, than dead.

  I spent some of Sunday afternoon sightseeing.

  To be precise, I took a taxi from my hotel across the Potomac to the Thomas Jefferson Memorial.

  My first disappointment was that the cherry blossom was well past its prime, with much of it now decaying on the ground beneath the trees that surrounded the memorial. But there was enough
  remaining to give me some idea of how magnificent it must have been only a week or so earlier.
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