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      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either a work of the imagination of the authors or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

      Just in case you monitor the percentage read guide on your eReader, it’s worth remembering that the first three chapters of the next book in the Eddie Malloy Series have been published here immediately following the end of this book.
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      I’m grateful to the growing number of fans of the Eddie Malloy series

      To get an email about new Eddie Malloy books and plans for the series, please click here and complete the ‘follow blog via email’ box.

      We’ll never spam you or disclose your details

      Thanks

      Joe McNally

      

      Social Media and Website

      You can find us at

      Facebook

      Twitter

      Steeplechasing.net
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      At Newbury racecourse on a bleak November day, Eddie Malloy was legged up into the saddle of a 16-1 chance named Chatscombe. Eddie’s previous sixty-two mounts had been losers and, as his toes in paper-thin boots automatically found the cold stirrup irons, he’d already resigned himself to loser sixty-three.

      Riders in Eddie’s league get used to several winners a week. When that ratio drops, the doubts take hold and savage your confidence and, sometimes, your nerve.

      Chatscombe’s trainer, George Bloomfield, held his hat on with one hand and slapped Eddie’s black-booted leg with his other. ‘Good luck! Come back safe!’ Eddie rose and gripped the reins, biceps strained by the hard-pulling chestnut as they headed to the start against a rising east wind.

      As he pulled up, a rainsquall spattered his flimsy yellow silks. Grimacing, he lowered his head and a barrage of heavy drops echoed inside his crash helmet. He smiled wryly, wondering why he persevered in trying to carve a living from this bone-breaking, dangerous business.

      He gathered Chatscombe’s reins. The horse pricked his ears and they took their place among the circling horses. The wind sang in the starting tapes. The starter waved them forward. Eddie eased his goggles down.

      Chatscombe had spent his career so far as a hurdler; this was his first time over fences. Hurdles are easy to knock down, fences impossible.

      A change to bigger jumps can rejuvenate a jaded horse or scare him into a heavy fall. Eddie set off on automatic pilot, pivoting as one with his mount who took the stiff fences in his stride.

      Chatscombe’s rhythmical gallop and safe jumping nursed Eddie through the first two miles four furlongs in a dreamy state. When the blur of colour materialized into a shouting, waving mass in the grandstands, Eddie found himself in contention, just three lengths adrift of the leader.

      Had Eddie been riding winners recently, he would have relished timing his challenge to burst through yards before the finish. But he was a man short on confidence, and went straight for his whip, whacking the surprised Chatscombe down the flanks.

      The blow shattered the gelding’s concentration and he crashed through the last fence, buckling sideways, bumping his main rival who landed awkwardly.

      The natural rhythm Eddie had unwittingly established with Chatscombe was gone. As he scrubbed and kicked, he realized he and the horse were out of synch. But they inched closer to a breathless Bobby Tobin on the sweating, half-winded mare, a neck in front. As they crossed the line, Eddie knew he’d failed by inches to end his bad run.

      His sixty-third loser.

      Eddie cursed as he pulled up and turned the horse for the exit gate. Tobin, on the winner, cantered alongside, panting and loosening his chinstrap a notch, ‘That was hard work!’

      ‘Yeah, you’re getting past it,’ Eddie said.

      ‘And when did you last ride a winner?’

      ‘When the Pope was an altar boy.’

      ‘Want me to remind you what it feels like?’

      ‘No, thanks. I’ve got some old videos at home. Maybe I’ll watch them tonight.’

      ‘Black and white?’

      ‘Ha bloody ha!’

      Tobin, smiling, trotted ahead as they went behind the stands. In the betting ring, Eddie could hear bookies shouting odds on the photo finish, trying to squeeze some extra cash out of the race before the official result was announced. They were offering 5-1 against Chatscombe and no price against Tobin’s. An option to bet the loser only. Eddie shook his head; no wonder some bookmakers got themselves bad reputations.

      Riding into the bay reserved for the runner-up, he couldn’t understand why the result hadn’t yet been announced. As he undid the girth and slipped the squeaking saddle off the sweat-stained horse, the PA blared: ‘In the third race, the judge has called for a print.’

      Eddie and Chatscombe’s trainer, looked at each other, then Eddie caught Bobby Tobin’s equally quizzical glance. The judge normally asked for a print of the photo finish only when the result was desperately close. A murmur rippled through the crowd. A minute later the announcer’s voice silenced everyone: ‘Here is the result of the third race: first, number four, Chatscombe; second—’

      Even over the noise of the PA, Eddie heard Tobin say, ‘You have got to be kidding!’

      The print of the photo was put on display, and many more than usual gathered to see that Chatscombe had won by a very short head.

      In the changing room, Tobin sat in shell-shocked silence. Eddie patted him on the shoulder then changed into blue and yellow hooped colours and went out to ride in the next.
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      His losing sequence broken, Eddie walked into the paddock with more confidence. Halfway across, trainer Matt Nash fell in beside him, slipping an arm around Eddie’s shoulders. ‘Eddie, I’ve seen sleight of hand a few times but that’s the first time I’ve seen sleight of head! Well done.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      Matt steered him to the centre of the lawn then turned him so they faced each other. The trainer seemed over-excited and nervous. Eddie seldom saw him completely calm; normally Matt fizzed with optimism. Today he was starey-eyed, talking too fast as he gave Eddie instructions on riding Carpathian.

      At five nine, Matt stood an inch shorter than Eddie. He’d put on less than half a stone since retiring as a jockey ten years previously, the extra weight taking the gauntness from his frame. Matt was forty-three but kept his brown hair long and unruly, frequently pushing it back from dark, deep-set eyes.

      Eddie wore blue and yellow silks, colours he knew were Matt’s, which meant Matt owned the horse as well as trained it.

      Eddie let the anxious trainer talk himself out, then he looked inquisitively at him and said, ‘What the hell’s wrong with you? You on speed or something?’

      Matt laughed nervously and squeezed Eddie’s arm again.

      ‘Nothing like that. I just need a winner. This winner. Be all right then. No problem. Everything’ll be fine if— ’

      Eddie gripped his arm. ‘Calm down.’ Matt felt the panic rise, bringing a sudden need to pee. He needed to tell Eddie how crucial this was for him, but he didn’t want Eddie to feel under pressure. That’s when jockeys make mistakes.

      The tension eased when a blonde woman in a long camel coat and suede boots with three inch heels joined them. On her coat collar, a diamond brooch brought some glitter to the gloom. The woman’s eyebrows were as fair as her hair, which, when Eddie saw it close up, looked to have some darker tendrils among the soft and luxuriant natural blondeness.

      Her eyes were a rich hazel dotted randomly with tiny dark specks like black stars. Her skin was pale and smooth. She wore mascara, but no lipstick on her generous mouth. Eddie reckoned she’d be in her mid-twenties and he thought he knew her from somewhere.

      She leaned forward, allowing Matt to kiss her and waited to be introduced to the jockey. Matt said, ‘Eddie, you remember Rebecca...’

      Eddie smiled, holding out his hand. ‘I know we’ve met before, I…’

      Rebecca smiled wide showing brilliant white teeth. ‘But you’re not sure where.’

      Eddie still held her hand. She didn’t pull it away. ‘It’ll come back to me.’

      ‘In time for you to ride in this race?’

      ‘Hopefully.’ They looked at each other.

      Rebecca said, ‘I’m Granville Bow’s daughter.’

      Eddie said, ‘Of course. I used to ride for your father years ago! How old would you have been then?’

      ‘Thirteen, fourteen. I remember you much better than you remember me. Had a major crush on you along with half my class at school.’

      ‘No doubt your tastes have improved since then,’ Eddie said.

      ‘Don’t bet on it,’ Rebecca said, and finally let go his hand.

      Matt spoke. ‘Well, now that you two are reacquainted, I can tell you that Rebecca’s got a couple of good horses with me and we’re going to win lots of races.’ He put his arm around her shoulder and pulled her close, and Eddie wondered if there was more than a trainer/owner relationship there. Matt, as optimistic about his women as his horses, had divorced three times. Rebecca smiled at Eddie again, eyes glinting. ‘Maybe you’ll accept my invitation to ride some time?’

      Eddie smiled. 'Maybe I will.'

      The mounting bell sounded and Carpathian’s lad turned the horse onto the lawn. Eddie saw that Matt’s nervousness had cranked itself up another notch. They walked toward the big bay gelding. Eddie glanced at Rebecca; the mischief and devilment had gone from her pretty face, replaced by edginess akin to Matt’s. Eddie swung into the saddle, wondering what was at stake here.

      Watching Eddie canter down the track, Matt blessed himself. He wasn’t religious but he needed something to cling to. Superstition would have to do. He had told some very dangerous people that the horse would win at a good price - the main reason he’d booked Eddie to ride. Eddie was a tough guy. He took no shit. Matt admired his riding skills but bugger his riding. Matt needed an ally if things went belly-up. Eddie would make an ideal human shield.

      When the suspensory ligament on Carpathian’s near foreleg gave way after the fifth hurdle, Matt and Rebecca watched Eddie pull up quickly and dismount. Both lowered their binoculars. Rebecca’s head went up, looking to heaven for redemption. Matt’s head went down, and he stared into hell.
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      Eddie drove to his flat in Shropshire, happy, for once, with a single winner. He’d been disappointed for Matt when Carpathian had broken down. Eddie knew the big horse wouldn’t run again.

      After the race Matt had seemed shell-shocked,  Rebecca Bow dazed, but neither said anything significant to him, so Eddie had expressed his sympathy and left them staring at each other. He had an important dinner that evening.

      Dark hair damp from the shower, Eddie stood in his best suit, knotting his tie when the phone rang. He glanced at the clock as he picked up the receiver: 7.50. Matt, still on edge.

      ‘Eddie, you’re riding at Taunton tomorrow?’

      ‘That’s right.’

      ‘Listen, I’ve got three runners there.’

      Eddie looked anxiously at his watch. ‘Sorry, Matt, I’m already booked in . . .’

      ‘No, no, no, I don’t want you to ride for me, not at Taunton. I wondered if you’d like to leave home a bit earlier and drop in here for the second lot?’

      Riding out for Matt would mean getting up before five. He’d been hoping to have a relaxed dinner and a drink.  ‘Matt, listen, I. . .’

      ‘I’d like you to ride work on Prince Simba.’

      Prince Simba. Matt’s stable star, so precious to the trainer that he’d sweated and worked to regain fitness and reapply for his jockey’s licence to ride the horse himself. Prince Simba had already won two of the biggest races that season and, whatever Matt’s reasons, Eddie would have been foolish to reject this chance.

      ‘Okay, Matt, I’ll be there.’

      ‘Good. And I thought that maybe we’d travel to Taunton together.’

      ‘Sure, why not?’

      ‘Don’t be late then, will you?’

      ‘I’ll be there around eight.’

      ‘That’s fine.’

      Although keen to get away, Eddie felt obliged to ask about Carpathian. Matt sighed. ‘He’s in bad shape but who knows, maybe we can do something after a year’s rest.’

      Eddie smiled. That seemed more like the old Matt; never say die. Eddie went to the mirror to finish this tie-work. He looked at himself and wondered what lay behind Matt’s invitation to ride Prince Simba. Why hadn’t he mentioned it at Newbury that afternoon?

      He slid the knot to the top button of the white shirt and leaned closer to the mirror. His fine-boned face glowed from the hot shower, the one inch crescent scar on his cheekbone raised and pink. Eddie couldn’t decide whether to be proud of that scar or not. A few jocks had them, mostly from spills on the track. Eddie got his when a man bit him as he lay trussed up in the boot of a car.

      He stood straight and buttoned his jacket, ready for the short walk across the yard to Charles’s house. A chef had been brought in; Eddie believed he could already smell the succulence of cooking meat floating on the evening air. He’d been fasting more often lately. His last decent meal a vague memory.

      As he was leaving, the phone rang again. ‘Eddie, how you doing?’ Ken MacAdam, a jockey

      ‘Not bad, Ken, but I’m under pressure, I’m afraid, been summoned by the big boss. You know how it is.’

      ‘Yeah, know it well. Old Indian saying: “He who pays retainer has jockey by bollocks.”’

      ‘Not quite as bad as that, but I’ve got to put in an appearance in about two minutes.’

      ‘No worries. I thought you’d want to hear about this, thinking of your interest in all things mysterious.’

      ‘I’m listening.’

      ‘That winner you rode today, well that so-called winner?’

      ‘Uhuh?’

      ‘The same thing happened to me at Stratford two weeks ago. I got beat a head, maybe more. Took the horse into second spot then bugger me if they don’t announce me as the winner! I’ll tell you summat, Eddie, I make as many mistakes as the next fool riding horses for a living, but I wasn’t wrong that day. That horse did not win that race. Okay, I took my percentage and I banked my present, you’ve got to go with the flow, but I rode a loser and I know it.’

      Eddie had been involved in enough scrapes to recognize the faintest ping of alarm bells. Ken’s tale made him uneasy, but he didn’t have time to discuss things. ‘We’re the wrong side of thirty now, Ken. Maybe we should get our eyes tested.’

      ‘The wife says I’ve got eyes like a shit house rat.’

      ‘Well, it could be we’ve gone so long without a winner we don’t believe it when we get one.’

      ‘You’re making me think now, Eddie.’

      ‘Look, mate, I need to go. I appreciate the call.’

      ‘No worries. You at Taunton tomorrow?’

      ‘Yep.’

      ‘See you there.’

      ‘See you.’

      Eddie switched on the answer-phone and made a final check of his slim frame in the mirror. He skipped downstairs and hurried across the yard toward the big house, his steps echoing off the cobbles, out into the winter night.
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      Rising in the darkness of a chilly morning and hurriedly pulling on jodhpurs and a warm sweater, Eddie brewed coffee and reflected happily on his dinner last night with Charles Tunney and Eddie’s main employer, Broga Cates.

      Broga owned the training stables and the surrounding estate. He retained Eddie to ride for him, and Charles Tunney to train his string of twenty-two horses. Broga also owned the flat Eddie lived in on the top floor of a converted barn, overlooking the yard.

      Last night the multi-millionaire owner had declared himself in the market for ten more horses. He told a surprised and delighted Charles his budget stretched to £500,000. That could buy four or five decent types, which might carry Eddie to a dozen more wins a season.

      Eddie sipped black coffee and reached to touch wood at the thought that yesterday’s winner promised a turn of luck. Ten minutes later, he was speeding south to Lambourn to fulfil his promise to Matt Nash.

      Matt laboured in the lower ranks of the training profession. Many thought him a fool whose optimism had long ago boiled over into delusion.

      They said Matt proclaimed talent in every animal he handled just in case he ever turned out to be right. Eddie, quick to recognize a fellow underdog, liked Matt and rode for him whenever bookings allowed.

      At 7.56am, Eddie steered his blue Audi into Matt’s driveway and parked close to the house. The front door looked freshly painted in a searing lemon gloss, which reflected the bright morning sun into Eddie’s narrowed eyes.

      He knocked and turned the handle: locked. Surprised, he stepped back, then hammered with the heel of his hand. ‘Come on, Matt, you lazy sod. Get up!’

      In black jodhpurs, ankle length boots and a yellow sweater, Eddie stood swinging his riding helmet and whip. If he’d been a couple of paces to his left, he’d have seen the edge of the curtain move behind the kitchen window. A few seconds later, the door opened.

      Matt stood, white-faced, wiping his mouth with a tea towel. He too wore jodhpurs, and his ankle boots were of black rubber. A blue open neck polo shirt showed bushy chest hair. As the tea towel swung, it revealed vomit stains on the front of the shirt.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Eddie asked.

      Dazed and silent Matt tottered backward, opening the door slowly wider. Eddie went up the two stone stairs and into the kitchen. Matt closed the door and locked it.

      Out of the sunlight now, Eddie saw Matt’s ghostlike pallor. He took him by the arm and sat him on a bench close to the sink. Vomit blocked the plug-hole. Dishes and cutlery lay askew on the white worktop. Shattered glass glittered like a galaxy on the night-black floor tiles.

      Eddie filled a mug with water. Matt drank. Eddie watched the faraway look in his dark eyes as the trainer raised his head, wild hair tumbling aside as he emptied the glass.

      Matt wiped his mouth and tried to smile. ‘Sorry, Eddie. Slight unexpected contretemps with some of my creditors. Was just throwing up when you knocked. Excuse the mess.’

      Eddie said, ‘Who? What happened? Did they beat you up?’

      ‘Only mentally. Have…have a look in the living room.’

      Eddie swung his legs clear of the bench and walked through the open door. Although he lived alone, Matt liked style, and expensive furniture. Eddie surveyed the room. Patches of blood had been daubed on the pale yellow walls and on the hide-covered sofa and chairs. Three of the four rugs on the polished floorboards were blood-stained. The severed head of Matt’s King Charles spaniel, Jinty, lay against the leg of the coffee table, empty eyes fixed on Eddie.

      Jinty’s body, battered and wrung free of blood, hung from the pale blue shade of the standard lamp in the corner. Eddie returned to the kitchen. Matt, tears rising, looked at him. Eddie put a hand on his shoulder then sat opposite him. ‘Have you called the police?’

      Matt shook his head slowly and dabbed at the first tear.

      ‘Why not?’

      Matt shrugged helplessly, like a child, sounding like one too as he stifled sobs, trying to speak.

      ‘Matt. Tell me what happened.’
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      Matt and Eddie trotted out a few minutes after 8.30, heading for the ancient chalk downland a hundred feet above. Matt sat on 15.2 hands of neat brown gelding, making Prince Simba look huge.

      Matt looked skyward. ‘Listen to the larks.’

      ‘Never mind the larks, Matt, tell me about these people.’

      ‘I thought they were businessmen. You know what it’s been like just trying to keep Prince Simba in the last two years. It gutted me financially. I had to find fifty grand to buy him after he broke down. McCafferty wanted him shot for the insurance.’

      ‘You can’t blame him, Matt. The vets wrote the horse off.’

      ‘I knew I could get him back again, Eddie. No fucker believed me. Bet you didn’t?’

      ‘I didn’t. But you’ve done it. Mea culpa.’

      ‘I’m not having a go, you know that. It’s just been a tough two years.’

      ‘I know. Tell me about the businessmen.’

      ‘Chinese. Rebecca knew them. They looked the part; suited and booted. Their top guy even had a cut-glass accent straight out of Oxford. Lee Sung. Face like a sampan boatman, but all dickied up and talked like a BBC announcer. Anyway, Mister Sung says he and his colleagues want to invest in a racing stable, want to put fifty grand in.’

      ‘For what?’

      ‘Twenty per cent of the business. That valued it at quarter of a mill when the only relation to mill was as in millstone round my neck.’

      ‘They didn't want a share of this?’ Eddie patted Prince Simba’s neck.

      ‘He was still on the easy list.’

      ‘So when did things go tits up?’

      ‘When I banked their cash. And I mean cash. They brought it in a Tesco bag. The lack of a banker’s draft or an alligator skin briefcase should have been my first clue, eh?’

      ‘Gangsters?’

      ‘Chinese gangsters. Triad.’

      ‘Have they asked you to stop horses?’

      ‘That’s about the only thing they haven’t asked. They want winners. Big priced ones. I offer something at six-to-four and Lee Sung looks at me like I called his mother a whore.’

      ‘You gave them Carpathian yesterday?’

      ‘Lee Sung put twenty five grand on it. He told me this morning they just added the losses to my tab.’

      Eddie shook his head. Matt blew his nose. The horses walked the last fifty yards of metalled road leading to the gallops, their shoes clicking a beat way out of rhythm with the birdsong overhead.

      ‘What are you going to do?’ Eddie asked.

      ‘Pray.’

      ‘Call the cops in, Matt.’

      ‘No point. I’ll tell you how scared of the cops they are, they haven’t even mentioned them. Not once. I expected him to warn me before he left this morning not to contact the police. Not a word. Not a fucking jot. That’s what they think of the cops.’

      ‘Doesn’t stop you calling them in.’

      ‘Pointless. Believe me.’

      ‘So what’s the answer?’

      Matt shrugged. ‘Sit and suffer. Try and do a deal to get them off my back. Find one big fat certainty at fancy odds and offer them double or quits.’

      ‘What if it ends up double?’

      ‘When that fella wins next Saturday, I’ll stash away the plane fare to Venezuela and book some in-flight plastic surgery. Grow a beard...rent a cave...hope for the best.’

      ‘Seriously, Matt, come on.’

      The trainer pulled his horse up and leant low to open the gate. ‘I’m being serious, mate. If you can think of anything better, I’m all ears. Whisper in them while they’re still attached to my head.’

      They went onto the springy turf. Eddie felt Prince Simba tense up, anticipating the fast work.

      ‘Get going, Eddie. You’re sitting on my escape route. Look after him.’

      Eddie swung Prince Simba to face the long green incline and the big horse launched himself with a surge that almost fired Eddie into orbit.

      As Prince Simba powered along, Eddie smiled through the blurring acceleration until the cold wind made slits of his eyes. This was a proper racehorse. When he finally managed to pull the snorting animal up, Eddie turned him and cantered toward his trainer.

      Matt watched them come, the image morphing to a victorious walk into the winner’s enclosure at Cheltenham, then Kempton for the King George VI Steeplechase, then maybe, just maybe, Cheltenham again for the Gold Cup.

      Before leaving for Taunton, Eddie offered to remove Jinty’s remains and help Matt clean up. Matt went out and returned carrying a blue hat box braided with yellow ribbon. ‘Not the most appropriate as coffins go, but it’s better than an old bin bag. If you’d be kind enough to rest the poor little bugger in it and put him in the cellar, I’ll bury him later when none of the lads are around.’

      Eddie took the box. ‘Do any of them know what happened this morning?’

      Matt shook his head. ‘I doubt it. I think most were out with the first lot. Lee Sung came in shortly after the string left. Must have been sitting waiting.’

      Matt stayed in the kitchen while Eddie gently laid the body in the box. He tried to arrange the head so it didn’t look severed, then felt ridiculous for doing so.

      Eddie ate a light breakfast. Matt couldn’t face food. During the early part of the journey to Taunton, Matt sat quiet, but as Eddie steered them onto the M5 motorway and pushed the Audi up to ninety, Matt said, ‘Eddie, will you take over on Prince Simba for the rest of the season?’

      Eddie eased off the accelerator. He turned to the trainer. ‘In his races, you mean?’

      Matt nodded.

      ‘But he’s your ride, Matt! You sweated blood to get your licence back for him!’

      Matt stared straight ahead. ‘My nerve’s gone.’

      ‘Bollocks!’

      Matt nodded, confirming it quietly to himself. ‘My nerve’s gone and my concentration’s shot. There’s no way I can do the horse justice in this state. Will you ride him?’

      Eddie glanced across. The ulterior motive didn't take much working out. Should he swallow a big helping of trouble for the chance to ride a top class animal again?

      Wiser now than in his championship days, more cautious, his head said give this a wide berth, Eddie.

      But the wisdom and caution had never reached his heart. ‘I’d love to, Matt. Thanks.’
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      As Eddie set off on Saturday morning for the short journey south from Shropshire, he switched the radio on, swung right at a junction, flipped the sun visor down against the glare and accelerated toward Cheltenham and the dream of three winners.

      Eddie pictured the legions of people making their way to Cheltenham for the Murphy’s Gold Cup, the first ‘big’ race of the season. Among the hordes, none would travel without some thrill of anticipation; gamblers, owners, trainers, jockeys, stable staff. Sixty percent of horses in training never won a race; the sport’s lifeblood was that of humanity’s - hope and optimism.

      Hope, for most of the punters, meant wishing that luck would send at least one winner their way. Two casually dressed middle-aged men on the 9.40 from Paddington to Cheltenham Spa railway station, hoped simply for a photo finish. One, heavily bearded, sat by the window. The leather holdall at his feet contained three very expensive miniature radio communications units and fifty thousand pounds sterling.

      Eddie arrived ninety minutes before the first race, threading his way to the weighing room through wandering crowds absorbing the atmosphere, the history, of what many considered the best National Hunt racecourse in the world. Eddie felt a sense of pride riding here.

      He was one of the men these people had come to see, although few would have recognized him in suit and tie and gleaming shoes. Once in a set of racing silks staring out from beneath his skullcap, his face would be familiar to them again.

      Eddie always got a buzz just being at Cheltenham; riding a winner there made it special and on that Saturday he rode two. He won the Murphy’s Gold Cup on Prince Simba and Matt Nash grabbed him when he dismounted and danced across the winner’s enclosure, to the delight of the crowd. The trainer’s troubles were forgotten, for a while at least.

      But Eddie’s next winner brought him most pleasure. He rode a fine tactical race on a wily old hurdler whose challenge had to be delayed to the last second.

      As Eddie came coolly to lead a few yards before the winning post, he felt a stab of nervous tension as he glanced across to see that he’d won by a head. He recalled the photo at Newbury and Ken MacAdam’s at Stratford, and he resisted riding into the winner’s berth until hearing the result of the photo finish.

      After weighing in, Eddie pulled a sweater on and went outside to stand on the weighing room steps and reflect on this memorable day.

      Eddie stood smiling stupidly. The misery and frustration of the past winnerless weeks evaporated in the warmth of victory. He felt happy, powerful, and supremely confident.

      He became aware of someone standing by his shoulder and turned, embarrassed that she might have been there all the time, watching his smug self-congratulation. She was five seven and plump, her bulk covered by a shapeless brown wool coat. The fine hairs of grey fur on her pillbox hat changed patterns as the wind stirred them. Her complexion was smooth, eyes a greyish-blue. Eddie found it hard to guess her age.

      ‘Mister Malloy, my name is Laura Gilpin, I’m a permit trainer. I hope you don’t mind me approaching you like this?’

      Eddie smiled warmly. ‘Of course not. I’ve seen you around. I’m glad to meet you.’

      She let go his hand. ‘I thought you gave that horse a brilliant ride. I think it’s about the best ride I’ve seen.’

      Eddie’s smile widened. She blushed. ‘That’s not to say I count myself as having great experience, I mean I didn’t mean—’

      ‘Talk about a backhanded compliment!’

      She squirmed, raising her eyes. Eddie reached to touch her arm. ‘I know what you meant, I’m kidding you. Thank you for the kind words.’

      She hesitated. ‘Would it be terribly cheeky of me to ask you to ride for me at Ascot next Saturday?’

      ‘Which race?’

      ‘The novice hurdle.’

      ‘Fine. I’d be delighted to.’

      ‘Brilliant!’

      ‘You’ll be perfect for him,’ she said. ‘He needs holding up exactly like the chestnut you just won on. Is there any way you could come up and sit on him before Saturday?

      ‘Remind me again where you train?’

      Miss Gilpin looked sheepish. ‘Alnwick,’ she said quietly.

      ‘The Alnwick? Northumberland?’

      She nodded, looking suddenly tense.

      ‘Do they still check your passport at the border?’

      She smiled again. ‘Yes, same place as they issue the oxygen mask and ice axe.’

      ‘Okay. When?’

      ‘Thursday? Sedgefield’s on. I thought that maybe if you had a couple of rides there, you could come to me in the morning.’

      ‘I don’t know what the northern jocks’ll think of a stranger in the camp, but I’ll see what I can do.’

      ‘Brilliant!’

      Eddie shook her hand. ‘See you Thursday,’ he said.

      ‘Okay.’ She walked away across the parade ring lawn, smiling. Eddie called after her. ‘What’s the horse’s name?’

      She turned. ‘Samson’s Curls.’

      Eddie looked puzzled. Miss Gilpin said, ‘By Sharpen Up out of Delilah’s Dilemma.’

      He smiled. ‘Nice one, Laura.’

      She raised a hand in a small goodbye wave. Eddie said to himself, ‘I must be crazy.’ He went inside to get ready for the next.

      As Eddie’s head popped through the neck of the green and gold silks, he found the slight figure of Ken MacAdam beside him. Ken wore his usual wide smile as though he knew something nobody else did. Mid-thirties, with red hair, a big nose and ill-fitting dentures, Ken could talk non-stop. Eddie’s heart sank when he saw him.

      ‘How you doing?’ Ken asked.

      ‘Okay at the moment. How are you?’

      ‘Put it this way, I didn’t ride two winners today, so make your own mind up!’

      Eddie smiled and tucked his top into his breeches.

      ‘Any more thoughts on what I told you the other night?’ MacAdam asked.

      ‘Not really. Should I?’

      ‘Well something’s not right, is it? I got a race I didn’t win and so did you.’

      ‘Maybe we should be keeping quiet then, rather than talking about it.’

      ‘You’d be singing a different tune if it was the other way round!’

      ‘I suppose so, but you know what they say, “The camera never lies”’.

      ‘I lost that race at Stratford, Eddie.’

      Eddie picked up his helmet. ‘Who rode the second?’

      ‘Julian Cross. He agrees with me. He won.’

      Buckling his chinstrap, Eddie looked at MacAdam. ‘I'm not sure what you want me to do about it, Ken?’

      ‘Well nothing really, I suppose. I just wanted to mention it. What if it happens again?’

      ‘As you said, if I get on the losing end of one, we might see some action.’

      ‘Fair enough.’

      Eddie rode a loser in the last and as he came back into the weighing room a blonde woman dashed up and took him by the arm; Rebecca Bow, Matt’s new owner. Her eyes shone and the sweet scent he recalled from their first meeting at Newbury meshed now with whiskey fumes. But Eddie thought she looked very alive, very attractive. ‘Eddie! Matt asked me to come and find you. He wants you to come up to our box and help us celebrate.’

      ‘I’ll be glad to. I’ll just get showered and changed.’

      Rebecca held onto his arm and walked into the weighing room alongside him, close enough for him to feel her hips swing. She wore a fake fur coat over a figure-hugging charcoal dress. Eddie left her in the main body of the weighing room while he went into the jockeys’ room.

      Rebecca Bow opened her handbag and took out a small compact mirror. When she flipped it open, a glint of memory from her childhood flashed an image of happier days. Of Sindy dolls, of colouring books, of carefree slumbers. Fleeting. Disturbing, as her adult self confronted her in that disk of harsh light.
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