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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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      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.
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      In case you monitor the percentage remaining guide on your eReader, its worth mentioning that this version contains the first three chapters of book 2 in the series, Hunted.

      They follow immediately at the end of Warned Off.
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      This was the earliest severe winter I could recall, albeit I was only twenty-seven. That put me about a third of the way through my life, I reckoned, and it was one of the things that made me decide to try to find my sister.

      Of those twenty-seven years, a third had been miserable and the last five the worst. Whichever way I looked, I could see no improvement on the horizon, so I’d taken to booze to put some nice colour into my vision, and I was pleasantly drunk when I set off hitch-hiking to Newmarket.

      It was good to walk away for a while from that old draughty caravan I’d lived in these past two years.

      Christmas wasn’t far off, and I longed for one evening by a warm hearth. My alcohol fuelled optimism had formed a rosy life for my sister, Marie. I pictured her in a thatched cottage in Newmarket with a big log fire. I hadn’t seen her since I’d left school. She wasn’t in the phone book. Address unknown, but Newmarket isn’t that big. That’s what I kept telling myself, when I hit the road, collar up, thumb out, plodding through grey slush: Newmarket isn’t that big. Boy, would she be shocked to see me.

      A truck thundered past, ignoring my silent plea for a lift and if the driver had looked in the mirror he’d have been surprised to see me smiling…it was at the thought of my return to the family fold.

      Sheep came no blacker than me. Twice I’d shamed them. But fair play to their consistency. Even when I’d been right at the top, earning loads, my picture in the papers, the great boy wonder, they’d never come out of hiding.

      I’d heard that my mother and father were somewhere in Newmarket, but, drunk or sober, I wouldn’t have crossed the road to find them. Marie was different. She would probably have suffered as much as I did after they threw me out. I was sixteen then. Marie was eleven. Had I abandoned her? Is that the way she’d see it when she answered my knock on the door?

      I never got to find out. When a van driver dropped me in Newmarket in the gathering dusk, my optimism was badly in need of a top up.

      I stopped in the first pub I came across, and left at midnight with some old floozy who offered me a bed and the illusion of affection.

      Come morning, a dull hangover and empty pockets stripped away my happy family yuletide ambitions. I left the sleeping beauty snoring and decided the solitary life of the caravan-by-the-dung-heap dweller was about as much as I deserved.

      I quickened through the frosty air, trying to keep warm, heading south along the High Street away from the town. The cold worked on my bladder; I needed to pee. Fifty yards ahead I saw the entrance to the golf course, and I jogged along and hurried through the gate onto the deserted acres to duck into the bushes.

      I sighed as I drew a yellow piss flower in the frosted grass, remembering, as I zipped up, forbidden childhood antics, happy rebellion…I smiled.

      As I turned to walk back to the road, I saw a man’s leg on the ground, sticking out from below a rhododendron bush, the rimed corduroy of his trousers clean above a bloodied brown shoe.

      The body lay face down, left leg bent at the knee as though he’d been felled mid-run. The cold white layers on his clothes would have taken more than one night to thicken so much. I went to the far side of the bush and parted the foliage. His eyes were frozen shut. A crust of blood-tinted frost sealed a long deep wound on his throat. I recoiled, the stiff leaves closing with a rattle and a shower of tiny white particles.

      I lurched forward onto my knees. The stale booze rose in my gullet and bubbled there, its foul taste making me scrabble for a handful of snow to eat to try to force it back down.

      I hunkered for a while, frosty hands on my face, covering my eyes, trying to massage some sense into my head. This had to be something like the DTs or whatever they called them, hadn’t it? I’d give up drinking now. Right here. No waiting for New Year resolutions.

      Eventually I straightened until my hands were on my wet knees. I couldn’t make myself turn around to check again if it had been some crazy white mirage.

      I bent my head and looked between my legs. The foot was still there.

      A tiny sound escaped my throat, surprising me. It was like a child’s cry. How could this happen? It was Christmas. I turned full circle, looking for something to cover him with, then I realized that it probably would not be a good idea. I noticed then the mess I’d made, finger scores and footprints and knee holes. The cops would not be pleased. I took one long last look at that bent and frozen leg, then headed wearily back into town.
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      They put me in the back of a squad car with one constable. Another was in the front passenger seat. The sergeant drove us to the golf course.

      Walking across the grass I harboured the strange hope that I had indeed been hallucinating and they would find nothing but my freezing piss flower and an undisturbed rhododendron bush.

      But the sergeant saw the leg before I did, and he stopped, ‘Right, get Soco on the radio. Start taping this off.’ The constables hurried back to the car. The sergeant approached the corpse. I stayed where I was and watched the sergeant bend and part the bush. I wondered if it would make him sick. He turned and walked back toward me, pulling a handkerchief from his sleeve and blowing his nose.

      He looked shocked and didn’t try to hide it. ‘As bad as you’ve seen?’ I asked.

      He turned on me, offended. ‘What do you think?’

      I shrugged. ‘Apologies. Stupid question.’

      ‘I know his wife well,’ he said. ‘Used to go out with her. They’ve got three kids.’

      I felt useless, worn out and somehow guilty. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. He left the young cops in place and took me back to the police station, gave me coffee and asked questions. Shifts changed. They fed me soup and chicken sandwiches and lemonade. It was late afternoon before they decided to let me go, by which time I’d learned the dead man was Danny Gordon and that he’d worked at the Horseracing Forensic Laboratory.

      The sergeant double checked he had the right details for me, ‘We’ll be in touch,’ he said and went and sat at his desk.

      My feet were cold and wet. I was unshaven and dirty and still hungover. ‘Any chance you can organize me a lift home?’

      He didn’t bother looking up. ‘Nope.’

      He hunted with one finger above his keyboard. I said, ‘Remind me next time I get the urge to be a good citizen to walk on by.’

      He ignored me. I said, ‘In fact, come court day, count me out.’

      ‘You’ll be there,’ he said quietly.

      I headed for the door. ‘Here,’ he said. I looked round. He was offering me a banknote. ‘That should get you home.’

      Twenty quid. ‘Thanks. Want me to sign something?’

      ‘There’s nothing to sign.’

      ‘You’re lending me this then?’

      ‘No. Keep it. Happy Christmas.’

      ‘I’ll send you a cheque. What’s your name?’

      He concentrated on his keyboard, ‘Santa Claus. Make a donation at midnight Mass.’

      I pocketed the cash, ‘Thanks. It’s a sign of the staff shortages in the force when you have to play the bad cop and the good cop. See you sometime.’

      ‘I’ll look forward to it.’

      Halfway to the door I turned and went back, ‘Will you tell his wife I’m sorry for her troubles?’

      He stopped trying to type and looked at me, ‘I will. Now go home. It’s been a long day.’

      I went out into the deep dusk and the Christmas lights and the hurrying shoppers who exchanged greetings in this tight-knit little racing community. And I wondered how Danny Gordon’s wife had felt when she’d opened the door to a couple of grim-faced cops with no tidings of comfort and joy.

      I shook my head, shoved the banknote deep in my pocket and hit the road, hoping a dose of Christmas charity had seeped into some driver in a big warm Mercedes with a mini-bar in the back.
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      Nine weeks after I’d found the body, McCarthy came calling. I didn’t recognize him when I opened the caravan door; the only light was from a weak gas lamp hanging behind me, and though he looked up when he spoke he remained in shadow.

      I stepped to one side. The lamp swung and flickered in the wind but lit his face enough for me to identify him as Peter McCarthy, Racecourse Security Services investigator.

      ‘Hello, Eddie.’

      The surprise at seeing him kept me silent.

      ‘You remember me, don’t you?’

      I nodded. ‘What do you want?’

      ‘Just to talk.’

      ‘The last time we talked it cost me my licence and eighteen months in jail.’

      We stared at each other. The rain blew into his back and pattered in bursts on his Trilby. ‘Give me fifteen minutes,’ he said. ‘If you’re not interested in what I’ve got to say after that you can throw me out.’ I moved aside.

      ‘Hell of a night, eh?’ he said.

      I didn’t reply. Wriggling his long coat off, he looked around.

      ‘There’s a hook behind the door,’ I said. I slid a plastic chair from under the fixed table and left it for him, and went to sit on my bed in the corner. McCarthy fished in his jacket pocket and pulled out a handkerchief.

      He held it up to the light. Smears and blotches stained it and he tried to find a clean patch. He noticed me watching. ‘Nosebleeds,’ he said. He'd got even fatter since I’d last seen him. About six feet two and forty pounds overweight, his face and dark untidy curly hair had a greasy sheen even after he’d wiped away the rain. Finally, he sat down, rested his arms on the table, clasped his hands and looked straight at me like I was a camera and he was about to start reading the news.

      ‘Your ban expired yesterday,’ he said.

      ‘I know.’

      ‘I wondered what your plans were.’

      ‘Why?’

      He shrugged, ‘Maybe I can help you out.’

      ‘What makes you think I need help?’

      He looked around the caravan; damp, dirty, full of holes, which I’d plugged, though the winds coming off the fields still found their way in. God knows how many stablehands and labourers had used it before me.

      ‘Not what champion jockeys are accustomed to,’ McCarthy said.

      ‘Ex-champion…I get by.’

      ‘Come on, Eddie, how much longer do you want to be stuck in this box out in the wilds?’

      ‘I’ll move on when I’m ready, without any help from you.’

      ‘You’re bearing old grudges.’

      ‘Damn right I am.’ I got up to get a drink. I had a third of a bottle of whiskey in a cupboard under the sink. I filled a glass, feeling no more hospitable toward McCarthy than when I’d opened the door, but I offered him a drink.

      ‘Coffee, if you’ve got some. Milk and two sugars.’

      Lighting the single gas ring, I tried to figure McCarthy’s angle.

      I had last met him when he’d been investigating my ‘involvement’ in a racehorse-doping ring. I’d had nothing to do with it, but they didn’t believe me. They took away my jockey’s licence for life and ‘warned me off the turf’ for five years.

      The kettle bubbled and I sloshed some boiling water into a mug and left McCarthy to stir it.

      I took the whiskey to my bunk. He looked at me and raised his mug slowly. ‘Cheers,’ he said.

      He sipped coffee before taking up his newsreader’s pose again. ‘How close a touch have you kept with racing in the last five years?’

      ‘None. I’ve no reason to.’

      ‘Miss it?’

      Racing had been my life. I’d been careful never to let them see that, “the authorities”. The injustice hurt bad enough, I didn’t want them knowing their “punishment” had ripped out my heart.

      ‘Not anymore.’ I drank and blinked as he stared me out.

      ‘Liar.’

      I glanced down, ready to check the time. Ashamed of my cheap plastic watch, I left my hand at rest below the table, ‘Mac, I’m up early tomorrow. Tell me why you’re here.’

      McCarthy pulled out the dirty handkerchief dabbed at his nose then said, ‘Toward the end of November we learned from a good source a new drug was being developed. Stimulant. Undetectable. The plan is to have it ready for the Flat season, which is now, what, about three weeks away? We got on to it fairly sharp and we were making reasonable progress till just before Christmas when things came to a dead-end with a man called Danny Gordon.’

      It took a few seconds for the name to register, ‘The guy I found with his throat cut?’

      ‘The same. I think the man who had him killed is the man behind the drug. Gordon worked in the lab at the Horseracing Forensic Laboratory.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘He was last seen leaving a Newmarket pub with two men about three days before you found him. Now, it turns out the same two men, or at least we’re pretty sure it’s the same two, were responsible for a couple of serious assaults about a week before Gordon’s death.

      ‘A crook called Walter Bergmark got a visit from two blokes. We can't find out what they wanted because Bergmark won’t talk, but before they left, they pounded his ankles, feet and toes with a builder’s hammer. He had to have his feet amputated.’

      Involuntarily my toes wiggled.

      ‘A week later the same two men, we think, called on Kristar Rask who’s a bigger fish than Bergmark. He’s been involved in syndicate fraud in England and bribing jockeys in Sweden.

      ‘Again, Rask won’t say what they wanted but they slit his eyelids with a scalpel, taped cotton-wool pads over his eyes and soaked them in weed killer…blind for life.’

      I drank, ‘Is that it?’

      ‘Then they killed Danny Gordon.’

      ‘You think I’m involved because I found Danny Gordon?’

      ‘Nope.’

      ‘So where do I come in?’

      ‘We want you to find the killers.’

      I looked at my watch. ‘Your fifteen minutes are up, McCarthy, goodnight.’

      ‘Hear me out, Eddie.’

      ‘No thanks, I’ve heard enough.’ I got up, finished my drink at the walk and rinsed the glass.

      ‘Eddie, listen-'

      ‘Look, Mac, you’ve won the bet or the contest or whatever it was you came here for. The let’s take the piss out of Eddie Malloy trophy is yours. That makes you a dual winner. Now finish your drink and go away and amuse yourself somewhere else.’

      ‘Take it easy for God’s sake. I’m trying to help you!’

      ‘Sure you are, like you helped me five years ago?’

      ‘Oh, come on, Eddie, be fair!’

      ‘Me be fair! What do you know about fairness? How much did I get from you and your people?’

      ‘Listen, I never agreed with your conviction or your punishment. But I had to do the job. What would you have done in my place?’

      ‘I’d have spoken up, that’s what I would have done, said my piece before your bosses decided to take away my fucking livelihood!’

      We spent the next five minutes arguing, going over all the old shit I’d buried years ago. McCarthy wasn’t stupid. When I’d burned myself out he said, ‘Remember Kruger?’

      I nodded slowly. ‘What’s he got to do with it?’

      ‘It was more what he had to do with your case. You were convinced it was Kruger who set you up, weren’t you?’

      ‘Kruger ran the doping ring, I know that. I wouldn’t have said he set me up. It was nothing personal, he just didn’t care who went down, as long as it wasn’t him.’

      ‘But you got him for it?’

      ‘Oh, I got him all right. It cost me eighteen months in jail but it was worth it. If you guys had caught Kruger before you took my licence away, then we wouldn’t be having this conversation.’

      ‘We tried,’ he said.

      ‘Not too hard, though, did you? I managed to find him.’

      He raised his open palms, apologetic. ‘We didn’t have enough grounds, Eddie, you know that, and we didn’t have the time.’

      ‘Well, you should have found the time, Mister McCarthy. You should have found the fucking time! If it had been someone important instead of just an upstart jockey you’d have found it, wouldn’t you?’

      He seemed ready to argue but stopped himself. ‘Look, we’re getting into another ranting match. It’s pointless. We’ll be here all night if we keep raking through it all.’

      I glared at him.

      He held his hands up, ‘Okay. Okay. I’m sorry. I didn’t come here to wind you up. Sit down for a minute, let me finish then I’ll leave.’

      I sat. He said, ‘This case we’re working on, the new drug. We got hold of some of it, not long before Danny Gordon died. It seems that a lot of the techniques used in the processing of these drugs can be very individual, peculiar to one man or one team, and sometimes this shows up in analysis. If you were right five years ago, and Kruger was running the doping ring then, it looks like he’s at it again.’

      My mind began to race, ‘So if Kruger is behind this and he gets caught there’s a chance you can pin the old one on him?’

      ‘Probably.’

      ‘Would that clear me?’

      ‘The only chance of your name being cleared would be if Kruger admitted you had nothing to do with it.’

      ‘And if he did?’

      He shrugged, ‘Who knows?’

      I sat forward on the bed. ‘Would I get my licence back?’

      ‘We have to find him first.’

      ‘Mac! Would they give me back my licence?’

      He cradled the coffee mug and smiled, ‘There’d be a hell of a stink if they didn’t.’
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      If emotions travel through your body like blood, then none had flowed through me for five years; the well had dried up. If they had trickled back, I’d have been able to handle it, but they gushed. I shook, felt panicky, got up and began pacing, almost marching. Glancing wildly in all directions I couldn’t keep my eyes still. I covered them with my hands, rubbing hard, massaging my face.

      McCarthy said, ‘Eddie, go easy, you can’t start tonight. You’ll need to be fully briefed.’

      I shoved my hands into my pockets and kept pacing. ‘Tell me more about Kruger.’ My voice sounded high-pitched, almost strangled.

      ‘Later.’

      ‘Now!’

      ‘You’re building your hopes too high. Be realistic. If you do catch him he’s going to hate you enough to want to kill you. The last thing he’ll want to do is clear your name.’

      ‘I’ll take my chances. I want everything you’ve got on him.’

      ‘Slow down, man! Kruger is the main suspect but the evidence on the whole case is too scant to pin anything on anybody yet.’

      ‘Just tell me, Mac!’

      He got to his feet, ‘Look, if you’re taking this on let’s do it right. We’ll arrange a meeting and you can have the full file on the case.’

      ‘Tomorrow, then.’

      ‘For God’s sake, Eddie, slow down!’

      I stopped pacing and faced him, ‘Tomorrow, Mac. I’ve taken it easy and slowed down for five years. I want this bastard Kruger and I want my licence back. Meet me tomorrow.’ I felt as if my eyes were bulging.

      McCarthy stared at me, ‘Where?’

      ‘Anywhere. Name it. I’ll be there.’

      His fingers went to his chin and he drummed on it, ‘We need to be careful. Mustn’t be seen together.’

      ‘Mac, I’ll meet you in a forest, or up a bloody mountain!’

      ‘I’ve got to be in London in the afternoon, but we definitely do not want to meet there…what about the Red Ox, that little pub on the Wantage road?’

      ‘Fine. Twelve thirty?’

      ‘Have you got transport?’

      ‘I can probably talk Melling into lending me his car for the day but I’m going to need one long-term.’

      McCarthy hauled his coat on and pulled the brim of his hat low, ‘We’ll talk about it tomorrow.’

      ‘Okay. Fine.’

      He looked down at me and smiled, ‘You’d agree to anything right now, wouldn’t you?’

      I sighed long and low and realized I’d been holding my breath, ‘I suppose I would.’

      He put a hand on my shoulder, ’Softly, softly.’

      I managed to stop myself launching another attack. Softly, bloody softly. Easy for him with his cushy job and his fat pay cheque and his cottage on the hill. Like the majority of Jockey Club employees, McCarthy would have had an easy life, a public school education and his father’s gang of city contacts to slide him quietly into a nice job.

      I reached and slowly moved his hand from my shoulder. His smile faded. I said, ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’

      ‘Glad you gave me your time now, eh?’

      ‘Good night.’

      He tipped his hat sarcastically and left.

      I sat on the bunk and put my head in my hands, and I covered my eyes as a brutal kaleidoscope of the past five years spun out the story that was branded in my soul.

      Sorrow mixed with bitter resentment, and rage and hatred, and for five years it had just swirled around in there. Now a tap had been fixed to it with a little sign that said “relief”. And I sat in that dirty old caravan, in that cold, muddy field, a castaway in a thousand acres of rural darkness, where nobody could hear me, and I wept like a child, the pain howling its way out of me and up and away into the night.
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      My boss, Karl Melling had only four horses in and it didn’t take long to feed them and muck out. I’d known him have up to ten. Some were out of training, ex-point-to-pointers, young unbroken ones, old rogues – they all had one thing in common, problems. Melling tried to sort out the physical ones and he expected me to deal with the mental ones.

      I didn’t tell him I'd be leaving for good. I asked to borrow his car for the day and it was grudgingly lent. The ten-year-old Saab started first time.

      In Lambourn the pace of the rain beat the speed of the wipers, forcing me to slow as I drove through the valley. On the downland gallops, trainers would be working their second or third lots of the morning.

      This, as the road sign said, was The Valley of the Racehorse. It had been my valley of fantasy as a teenager. Two thousand thoroughbreds were stabled here. The village and the rolling downland surrounding it held racing yards run by trainers, staffed with ambitious lightweight youngsters and more than a few old men whose dreams were long dead.

      It was a valley of hope and optimism and envy so green it would have shamed the grassy gallops.

      Up the slope to my right, a string of fifteen or more horses walked steadily along the ridge, their riders in all colours of plastic capes hunched against the downpour like Apaches coming from an all-night party.

      On the roads, riders touched their caps as I drove past at walking pace. None looked at me, though I knew many of the faces. Mine would have been forgotten five weeks after I was banished, never mind five years.

      I could have bypassed this place. A week ago I’d have crawled over broken glass to avoid it, with all its memories, its unfulfilled promises. And McCarthy wouldn’t be pleased if he knew I’d travelled through here.

      But what else would a man do on the morning his life began again?

      

      THE RED OX was a white-walled pub by the river, its pebbled car park no bigger than a large front garden. I parked beside the only other car, a brown Volvo. The bar was small, warm and thickly carpeted. On the walls hung racing prints and a dartboard.

      McCarthy was the only customer. He nodded as I approached.

      ‘Am I late or are you early?’ I asked.

      ‘I’m early. I’ve got to be in London for two o’clock,’ he looked at the barmaid, ‘I’ve ordered sandwiches, will that do?’

      I nodded, ‘Sure.’

      A briefcase lay on the floor beside his seat. He flicked it open and came up with a cardboard file thinner than a folded newspaper. Setting it on the table, he looked at me.

      ‘What’s that?’ I asked.

      ‘What we’ve got on the case so far.’

      I pulled the folder toward me, ‘Bulging with reports, eh?’

      ‘I told you, our information dried up months ago. That’s the result of only a few weeks’ investigations.’

      The barmaid brought the sandwiches and two glasses of beer.

      I took a sandwich, bit into the pink ham and swallowed some beer. McCarthy’s disappeared in a couple of bites, ‘There’s not really much else I can tell you. It’s all in the file,’ he said.

      I nodded.

      He said, ‘Since I’m stuck for time would you mind if we didn’t discuss it now? Could you take it away and read it, then phone me with any questions?’

      ‘Sure,’ I said and he smiled and relaxed. He picked up another sandwich.

      ‘Can I ask you one question now?’ I said.

      He raised his eyebrows, chewed and nodded.

      ‘How much are you paying?’

      ‘For what?’

      ‘For me.’

      ‘As in?’

      ‘As in wages, salary.’

      ‘How does a grand a month plus expenses sound?’

      ‘Mean.’

      ‘It’s a hard item to place on the budget, Eddie.’

      ‘That’s your problem. I’ve got to live.’

      ‘How much is Melling paying you?’

      ‘Melling asks me to break horses, you’re asking me to catch murderers. And Melling throws in board and lodgings.’

      He picked at his teeth with a fingernail, ‘I’m arranging that for you, and a car.’

      ‘Where will I be staying?’

      ‘A friend of mine has a holiday cottage in the Cotswolds. I should have confirmation this afternoon that you can use it.’

      ‘And the car?’

      ‘A hire car will be delivered to you, just tell me where you want it and when.’

      ‘Melling’s place, tomorrow morning.’

      ‘Okay.’

      McCarthy continued working on his teeth and looking at me, ‘We’re agreed on a grand a month?’ he said.

      ‘And a ten grand bonus on Kruger’s conviction.’

      He shook his head quickly, ‘You’re kidding, Eddie, there’s no way I can authorize that.’

      ‘Ten grand is peanuts compared to what it’ll cost if Kruger starts using this drug on the racecourse.’

      ‘You’ve got Kruger hung out to dry and you haven’t even opened the file,’ he reached for another sandwich.

      ‘It was you who said Kruger was the chief suspect.’

      ‘Only on the evidence we’ve got. Anyway, he’s supposed to be your big motivation, not the cash.’

      ‘You said last night you had the budget for it.’

      ‘Not that sort of money.’

      ‘Listen, Mac, at the end of this, if I’m not dead or crippled I’m going to have to live on something till either my licence is returned or I find another job. Trainers will hardly be queuing up to sign me. Even with my licence it’s going to be a long road back.’

      ‘Can’t do it, Eddie, not ten grand.’

      I pushed the file toward him, ‘Let’s forget it.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I mean forget it, I’m not doing it. I don’t want the job. It doesn’t pay enough.’

      ‘We can’t forget it! Where does that leave me?’

      ‘Get your own guys to do it.’

      ‘I can’t.’

      ‘Why not?’

      He looked away. I rose and walked round the table and leaned over him, ‘Why not, Mister McCarthy?’

      ‘They’re too busy.’

      ‘Bull shit.’

      He forced himself to look up at me.

      ‘Tell me why, Mac, tell me why your boys won’t do it?’

      He looked away again.

      ‘Then I’ll tell you why – because they’re scared. Isn’t that right? Bergmark’s crippled, Rask’s blind, Danny Gordon’s dead and your guys are shit-scared!’

      He kept avoiding my gaze. I went on, ‘Thinking this over as I drove here, the one thing bothering me was the reason your own team weren’t dealing with it.’ I straightened and walked slowly to the window. ‘I can’t believe I took in all the crap you gave me last night. Made a fool of myself in my hurry to take this on. You must have been pissing yourself laughing all the way home.’

      ‘Don’t be daft, man! I was there to try to do you a favour.’

      ‘Bollocks. You were there to try and get me to take the chances your boys wouldn’t because I’m a worthless has-been and it doesn’t matter if I go the same way as the other three.’

      I returned to the table and stood in front of him. ‘Am I right, Mac?’

      ‘I am having a bit of trouble with, er, morale on this one,’ he mumbled.

      We were silent for ten seconds then he spoke quietly, ‘I’ll pay the ten grand if you still want the job.’

      I sat down. He pushed the file slowly toward me. I let him stew for a minute before picking it up.

      ‘Good,’ he said, smiling as he rose. He slung a business card across the table, ‘Call me at that number around ten tonight and I’ll give you details of the cottage.’ I slid the card into my top pocket and drank some more beer.

      ‘Must rush,’ McCarthy said, ‘I’ll pay the bill on the way out.’

      He walked toward the bar then stopped, turned and came slowly back, ‘Eddie,’ he said quietly. I looked up, smiling smugly, expecting an apology, ‘You won’t be wanting that last sandwich, will you?’
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      It was mid-afternoon when I got home. Melling stood in the yard bawling at someone. His teenage son cowered in front of him, a broken halter trailing from his hand.

      Melling was pushing him, thumping his chest with his open hand, shouting each word that synchronized with the blows. I decided to rescue the boy before he got bumped into the next county.

      ‘Mister Melling, sorry to interrupt the family get together but can I have a word?’

      Melling spun and faced me. He was an ugly sod with an uncommonly large head covered with more hair than a man his age should have.

      ‘What is it?’

      He was still shouting but concentrating on me now and not the boy, who took the opportunity and made a swift exit.

      ‘Holidays,’ I said. His scowl had been pretty bleak but he dug hard and came up with another wrinkle on his forehead, ‘What?’

      ‘Holidays, Mister Melling.’

      ‘What about them?’

      ‘I’d like some.’

      ‘Don’t be daft,’ he turned, looking for the boy. ‘Benny!’ he yelled.

      The only reply he got was a slight echo from an open box at the bottom of the yard, ‘Benny! Do not you show your face back here without that filly!’

      He grunted and started walking toward the house. I fell into step with him, ‘About the holidays, Mister Melling…’

      He didn’t stop, ‘I don’t pay you to take holidays, son.’

      ‘I need a month off.’

      ‘I can’t afford to give it to you and you can’t afford to take it.’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      Stopping on the doorstep, he turned to look at me, ‘It means, Malloy, that the first day you don’t show in this yard for work, you pack up your troubles in your old kitbag and get your arse out of my caravan.’

      He smiled and went into the house, slamming the door in my face.

      Leaving in the morning would be a pleasure.

      Reading the file didn’t take up much of my evening. The evidence against Kruger was far from conclusive. It relied on my allegations of his connection with my case five years ago, a reported sighting of one of his henchmen speaking to Danny Gordon a month before he died, and a rumour Kruger had been in Austria for the past two years (his son, who worked for a large drug company, controlled a research lab in Vienna).

      A report confirmed Kruger hadn’t been seen in England for two years, that the henchman had disappeared since last seen talking to Danny Gordon, and that neither the crippled Bergmark nor the blinded Rask would answer ‘relevant’ questions. On the two suspected murderers, there was little information; brief physical descriptions, which, in essence, said, both big, fit, white and English. The only recent clue to their whereabouts was an unconfirmed report about them leaving Sandown races three weeks ago with a jockey named Alan Harle.

      I knew Harle; he’d been a journeyman jockey when I’d been riding. Racecourse Security Services had not yet interviewed him, so he looked the most promising lead. The rest of the file consisted of reports on the assaults on Bergmark and Rask and the murder of Danny Gordon. There was a photograph of his body.

      Staring at it reminded me of how I felt that day, and made me think a grand a month plus expenses was crazier than Russian roulette with five bullets.

      At ten o’clock, I walked to the pub and phoned McCarthy.

      ‘Eddie. Been through the file?’

      ‘Yep.’

      ‘Any questions?’

      ‘Yes. Am I mad?’

      ‘No, just desperate.’

      He was right. ‘If I end up dead, scatter my ashes at Cheltenham.’

      ‘Don’t be morbid.’

      ‘Tell that to Danny Gordon.’

      He tried to change the subject. ‘The car’ll be there in the morning.’

      ‘What about the cottage?’

      ‘I’ll tell you about it…’
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      McCarthy had said the place was isolated, and he wasn’t kidding. It lay in the heart of a thick wood, the track leading to it barely wide enough for the silver Rover he’d hired for me.

      The cottage had grey stone walls and a small garden, one bedroom, one kitchen, one living-room all furnished and decorated in greens, browns and greys. Faded cushions covered the slate seats of a deep inglenook fireplace.

      A handwritten note lay on the mantelpiece. ‘Firelighters in kitchen cupboard. Logs in shed outside. Chimney may need swept.’

      The next few days were spent organizing. The phone needed reconnecting and the chimney was thick with soot. I bought more wood for the fire, food, some new clothes and footwear. When everything was done I looked for more to do, more mundane necessities. I was just putting off the moment when I’d have to do some ’investigating’, but I didn’t know where or how to start.

      I recalled how I’d tracked down Kruger last time, driven by a manic need to kick the shit out of him for framing me. I’d just been running around crazed with revenge, asking, begging, bribing, threatening until I got what I needed. I couldn’t work that way with this.

      I sat down to think. It was dusk, windless, and cold. I built a fire and the clean chimney sucked at the firelighter flames and wrapped them round the ash logs. I washed the paraffin film from my fingers, poured a large whiskey, with ice, and settled by the hearth.

      I drank and tried to plan. The only links at the moment apart from Harle were Bergmark and Rask.

      They hadn’t volunteered anything to McCarthy’s people and there was no reason for them to treat me differently, but I had to try. I’d learnt from the file that Bergmark lived with his widowed sister, near Nottingham. I would visit him tomorrow then go to Kent the day after to see Rask.

      Even if I came up with nothing, at least I’d have made a start. I drank some more and thought some more and wondered about what was to come. The fire burned hot and comforting and I eased off my shoes and closed my eyes.
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