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      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Get the news

          

        

      

    

    
      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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      The only good thing about regaining consciousness in an intensive care unit is that it’s better than not regaining consciousness at all. Other than that, I see no upsides. Waking in a hospital bed when your last memory is of riding in a race means you are not going to be riding again anytime soon. While you’re down and out, your rivals will steal your rides.

      The nurse hadn’t noticed I’d come to. I closed my eyes again to slit-level, watching through an eyelash curtain, as she rolled a machine to the foot of the bed, then crouched to organize some tubes coming from it.

      What to do?

      If I spoke, I might scare her into banging her head on the metal plate overhanging the top of it. I decided a quiet groan should do it.

      She stopped. She didn’t straighten up, just raised her head slowly, ‘Are you awake?’

      I opened my eyes. She smiled wide. I did too.

      

      After the doctor had seen me, they let Mave in. She came smiling toward me, along the ward, around the bed to my side, her arms opening to hug me gently, ‘You had me worried, Mister Malloy.’

      ‘I’d probably have had me worried if I’d been awake.’

      ‘Well, that doesn’t make much sense at all. I’d put it down to the knock on the head if I didn’t know you so well.’ Her hands rested softly on my shoulders as she eased back to look at me, ‘What did the doctor say?’ she asked.

      ‘Not much. Said somebody else’ll be along to speak to me shortly. What time is it?’

      ‘Nearly eight.’

      ‘In the morning?’

      ‘At night.’

      ‘Jeez! What day is it?’

      ‘Monday.’

      ‘I’ve been here since Saturday?’

      ‘We. We’ve been here since Saturday.’

      I smiled. We hugged.

      They didn’t let Mave stay long. After she left, the specialist arrived, Mister Crichton. He checked charts, watched machines and shone a zooming light at my pupils. Then he pulled a chair over and sat down. That made me concentrate. ‘How are you feeling?’ he asked.

      ‘Fine. Good.’

      He paused, watching my eyes, then said quietly, ‘In jockey-speak that translates to “diabolical” and “wiped out.”’

      I smiled.

      ‘Jockeys amaze me,’ he said, ‘had I the chance to do my Ph.D. again, it would be on the pain threshold of professional jockeys.’

      ‘The amateurs are pretty hardy too,’ I said.

      ‘What is it that makes you capable of defying acute pain and trauma?’

      ‘Fear.’

      ‘That seems counter-intuitive.’

      ‘We’re afraid we’ll lose rides on horses we’ve built up a partnership with. Owners and trainers are superstitious. If I haven’t ridden a winner for them in the past ten rides and a sub steps in and rides three in a row, I can probably say goodbye to a source of rides that’s taken years to build.’

      ‘And you’d risk damaging your health for that?’

      ‘Crazy, isn’t it?’

      He watched me for a while then smiled sadly and shook his head. He slid a notebook and pen from his pocket, ‘What’s your last memory?’

      ‘Watching you take out that notebook.’

      He smiled properly this time. I said, ‘Sorry…my last memory was seeing my nephew off at the airport…and my sister and a friend…to Australia.’

      ‘When? What day?’

      ‘It was Friday afternoon, the day before the race.’

      ‘I thought you couldn’t remember the race?’

      ‘Oh, sorry, I thought you meant my last memory before the race itself. No, I’m pretty sure I can remember everything until the lights went out.’

      ‘Tell me about it.’

      ‘I was riding a horse, a mare, in a handicap steeplechase at Bangor. We were cruising along down the back straight when she took off with me, went absolutely crazy, galloping as though she was trying to burst her heart. Never sat on anything like it…never even seen anything like it. Five furlong sprinters don’t go that fast, never mind three-mile ‘chasers. Sometimes, when a horse is fresh, on the way to the start or in the early stages of a race, it’ll run away with its jockey, but not after more than two miles of racing.’

      ‘Is there a, well, a procedure of any kind for when it happens? Do you plan for it?’

      ‘You can’t. If it happens early, you can wrestle with them, haul on just one rein, try to pull them in a circle, but ten men couldn’t have stopped this mare, trust me. It was as if someone had shot her with a bullet full of energy.’

      ‘So what did you do?’

      ‘I tried not to look as stupid as I felt, at least at first I did. When I realized she’d completely lost it, I just tried to hold on until she ran out of gas, but she galloped straight into a fence as though she hadn’t even seen it and fired me out of the saddle like a human cannonball. Things go into super slow motion when you’re halfway though a fall, and I saw the earth coming at me and I remember realizing there was no way I was going to tuck and roll. No way. And that was it. Sometimes, you’ll take a kick or two in the head as well when the others pass you…don’t know if I did or not.’

      'The racecourse doctor doesn’t think you did. The damage was done when you landed, and I must say I find it remarkable, utterly remarkable, that you’re able to talk so lucidly after being unconscious for so long.’

      ‘One of the advantages of being brainless.’

      He smiled and shook his head, then stood up and slid the chair back against the wall, ‘You’re going to be here for a few days under observation, I’m afraid.’

      ‘It doesn’t matter. I won’t be riding for a while anyway. Might as well be miserable here as at home.’

      ‘Where is home?’

      ‘Lake District. A farm overlooking Ullswater.’

      ‘Sounds idyllic. And I understand you have someone there to take care of you?’

      ‘I do.’

      ‘You’re a lucky man, in more ways than one. I’ll see you in the morning.’

      ‘Thanks, Doc.’

      ‘My pleasure.’

      ‘One last thing, Doc, do you know if my horse survived, Montego Moon?’

      ‘I’m afraid I don’t.’
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      Next morning, as the cleaners moved among us and some of my ward mates drifted back to sleep, I heard Dil Grant coming, his cowboy heels click-clacking down the ward. Our long friendship had drummed the rhythm of his walk into my memory.

      I turned as he came into view, this man from Toronto, this failed movie actor, this crocked stuntman, in whose middle-aged head he was Wyatt Earp.

      In Dil’s dreams, there was time yet to make something of himself with what remained of his Hollywood looks. All they would have helped with this morning was charming the charge nurse into letting him bust through the visiting restrictions like they were the batwing doors of a saloon.

      He stopped. I waited for the fringe-sweep. He did it, that spread-fingered combing of the thick iron-grey hair. It had begun as an affectation, and ended up a habit.

      ‘You look like shit,’ he said.

      ‘Gee, thanks.’

      ‘They give you a mirror?’

      ‘Not my own personal mirror, no. I’m one of those people who can rub along without looking at myself every hour.’

      ‘Just as well. You’re whiter than that sheet you’re lying on.’

      ‘Hollywood tans are hard to come by at Hexham.’

      He smiled.

      I said, ‘I was going to tell you to pull up a chair, but no doubt you’ve swoonerized the nurses into bringing you a sofa.’

      ‘Was all I could do to talk my way in,’ he dragged a chair across.

      ‘Losing your touch, Dil.’

      He sat. Our faces were on the same level. I wasn’t sure if he was going to smile or cry. ‘Did Montego Moon make it?’ I asked.

      He nodded, ‘Bruised and pretty sorry for herself, but she’ll live.’

      ‘That’s good.’

      He stared at me in a strange way, expectant, regretful. I waited.

      ‘What happened?’ he asked quietly.

      ‘I was going to ask you the same thing.’

      ‘I’ve been around horses since I was nine years old, Eddie. Outside of a rodeo show, I’ve never seen anything like that.’

      ‘Be thankful you weren’t sitting on her.’

      He resumed the sorrowful staring.

      ’Spit it out, Dil.’

      ‘I had twenty-five grand on that horse.’

      I saw again the actor he’d once been, visualizing himself now in a huge close-up, hurt-looking, eyes glistening. ‘Dil, I could say I was sorry to hear that, and poor you and other such bullshit, but all I can offer with any degree of truth is, hell mend you, as my mother used to say.’

      ‘Eddie, I stuck to my part of the bargain.’

      ‘You’ve lost me now…’

      ‘We had an agreement that I’d never admit before a race that I’d had a bet. I was desperate to tell you when I legged you up. It killed me to hold that in, to not let you know how important that was to me.’

      I leaned forward, ‘Dil, what are you trying to say here, because it seems to me it’s something like if you’d told me about the bet, somehow I’d have stopped that mare doing what she did, and not only that, but I’d have won on her too…is that what you’re saying?’

      He held my gaze for a few seconds then ducked out with the fringe-sweep, ‘I’m not saying that, Eddie, I’m saying…I’m saying what happened nailed me to the wall yesterday,’ his voice rose, ‘it nailed me to the fu-‘ I lifted a hand and my anger rose too, ‘Dil! Keep it down!’ It was a harsh whisper. He saw the threat in my eyes and sat back, and dropped his head, already beaten.

      I said, ‘Know something? When I heard you coming along the ward, I thought, well, if Saturday did nothing else, it changed old Dil’s spots. I believed that for once you were here to see how I was, after being in a coma for more than forty-eight hours. When have you ever visited me in hospital? Ever?’

      He stared at his shiny pointed boots, ‘That’s not the kind of relationship we’ve got, Eddie, you know that.’

      ‘I’m your stable jockey, have been for, what, three years? And, yes, you’re right, that’s not the kind of relationship we’ve got. And that’s fine with me. But if you’re going to be a dick, at least be a consistent dick. You could have saved this for when I got out. But you’re so full of self-pity you come on a round trip of, what, three hundred miles to give me a hard time for almost getting killed on a horse you train? A horse you train! And you’re asking me where she learned to take off like a Scud missile three quarters of the way through a race? Man, have you got balls doing that!’

      He hid behind the fringe this time, ducking, letting it fall, then raising his hands to cover the bottom half of his face, a heavy sigh blowing through his fingers like a whistle. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said quietly.

      ‘You’re sorry for you, Dil, nobody else.’ I folded my arms.

      He looked up, a spark back in his blue eyes, ‘I’m apologizing to you! At least have the grace to accept it!’

      I lay back and looked at the ceiling, ‘Okay,’ I said, ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘You could look at me when you say it!’

      I sat up again, ‘I’m sorry. Now the two of us are sorry. I’m in hospital, you’re in schtuck. Shit happens. We’re both still above ground. Think about that on the way home.’

      ‘I’ve got enough to think about, thanks.’

      Silence again, then I asked the hard question, ‘Who are you going to replace me with?’

      ‘Haven’t thought about it. Probably use the best available.’ He swept his fringe and grunted with frustration.

      ‘Why the plunge?’ I said, ‘You told me a while back you’d quit the five figure bets.’

      ‘Oh, it was supposed to be the start of the great grand plan. I’ll tell you about it when you’re better.’

      I bit back a sarcastic response. Dil went to the end of the bed and gripped the rail and said, ‘Even if you’re out of here tomorrow, you won’t pass the doctor for at least a fortnight. What’s your plans?’

      ‘I don’t have any. Why?’

      ‘Vita’s been pestering me to find a house for her.’

      ‘Hasn’t she got enough houses?’

      ’She wants one near the yard.’ His actor’s face conveyed a hammed-up hint.

      ’Near you, you mean?’

      He opened his hands in that what-can-I-do pose.

      ‘What’s Prim got to say about that?’

      ‘I’m working on her.’

      I laughed, ’Prim might not have Vita’s money, but I know which one I’d back in a fight. Prim will truss you up. She will boil you in a gypsy cauldron until your balls are the size of rice grains.’

      ‘That’s why I’d rather Vita bought the house. Her other suggestion was to move in with me.’

      I smiled wide, ‘Forget my earlier advice about being thankful you’re still above the ground. Was that big bet to pay Prim off, or something? To get rid of her?’

      ‘The opposite. It’s a long story,’ he said as he let go the bed rail and straightened, ‘Know something, Eddie? Good looks have been nothing but a curse to me. When I was young I thought I was so blessed…so blessed.’

      ‘And don’t forget the humility God gave you too.’

      He looked under his carefully shaped eyebrows at me, ‘Eddie, believe me, if I had the choice again, knowing what I know now, I’d settle for being a plain John Doe.’

      ‘No, you wouldn’t. Not even your ham-acting face can convince yourself of that, never mind me.’

      He shrugged his cheeks, and nodded, ‘Well, maybe I’d just have made better choices.’

      ‘Dil, go home and google The Moving Finger by Omar somebody or other. A good tip Mac once gave me.’

      ‘Will it depress me?’

      ‘Probably.’

      ‘I’ll pass.’

      ‘I thought you might.’

      ‘Well…want to help Vita with her house-hunting?’

      ‘Er, no. First of all, I’m not an estate agent, second, I like Primarolo Romanic an awful lot more than I like Dame Vita Brodie, and even if I didn’t, the last place I’d want to be is on Prim’s wrong side.’

      ‘Vita ain’t a dame. She pays the bills.’

      ‘Well, she acts like one sometimes…Dil, I’ve nothing against Vita, but I am going nowhere near this catfight. End of story.’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘Give my love to Prim,’ I smiled.

      ‘Let me know when you’re out.’

      ‘I will. And you let me know the schedule for the first wrestling bout between your women.’

      ‘Not funny, Eddie. Not funny at all,’ and he set off back along the ward, his boots sending their echo off the hard walls.

      A minute later, the blonde nurse was at my bedside, ‘I hope you didn’t mind seeing your visitor out of hours. He said it was important.’

      ‘Not at all.’

      She watched me, ‘Seems a nice man…’

      ‘If you’re hunting for his name it’s Dil Grant. He’s a racehorse trainer. Before that he did a lot of things, not many of them sensible.’

      ‘He does seem to have something about him…a kind of presence.’

      ‘He does. Presence of person. No presence of mind, unfortunately.’

      ‘You don’t seem to like him much.’

      ‘I like him an awful lot. He’s very likeable and that’s where he finds most of his trouble. If you’re interested, I’ll let him know.’

      She took a longing look back down the ward and half-nodded.

      ‘How are you at wrestling?’ I said.
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      Friday was discharge day. Mave was due to pick me up at nine. I waited in the bright cold, pacing the 18 flagstones between the two columns at the front entrance.

      At 9.10 I was still pacing, chilled by the north wind. I reached for my phone, then saw the old silver Volvo turn in through the gates, chugging toward a parking bay. I picked up my bag and started walking as Mave got out.

      Halfway to the car, I heard a shout from behind. I thought it was one of the hospital staff.

      I turned.

      A scrawny man in a short khaki jacket and jeans was limping toward me. Only when he stopped in front of me did my memory bank hazard a guess, ‘Ben?’

      He nodded and smiled. His teeth were in ruins and his skin was like soft rice paper on the bones of his face. He saw my shock, ‘Eddie, I’m sorry. I’m dry now. Been dry for three years.’

      I don’t know where my tears sprang from. They welled and ran down my cheeks and I swallowed sobs as I opened my arms. Ben moved forward in small steps, like a child, ‘Ben! Jesus! Ben!’ I said as I held him, afraid to hug in case I broke him. Some of my tears ran down the neck of his thin shirt and he said quietly, ‘I’m sorry, Eddie. I didn’t think it would be like this or I wouldn’t have come. I’m sorry, mate,’ and he hugged me, surprising me with the strength in his bony arms.

      The emotion had rolled over me so suddenly I felt embarrassed as I took a step back, still holding Ben’s shoulders. He was trying to smile while not showing me his wasted teeth. On another day it would have been comical. I became aware of Mave standing at my shoulder. ‘I’m sorry…Mave, this is a very old, very dear friend of mine who I thought was dead, Ben Searcey. Ben, Mave’s my friend too.’

      They smiled at each other and shook hands. Mave’s look asked me if I was okay. I nodded, smiling. Ben shivered. ‘Come on,’ I said, ‘get in the car, Mave’ll turn the heater on.’ I led him and sat him in the front, close to the warm vents.

      I moved to the centre of the back seat. Ben half-turned, still trying to smile, to reassure me, ‘I’m sorry, Ben, I don't know where that outburst came from. It must have shocked you. I’d heard you were dead. I thought you were dead.’

      ‘Everybody says that, Eddie, don’t worry. I’m fine. This is day twelve-twenty-one without a drink. Tomorrow will be twelve-twenty-two. That’s how I run things now. I’m doing all right.’

      ‘Are you being treated here?’ I asked.

      ‘Never been here before in my life. I came to see you. They showed that race on the news, that race that put you in here, and I thought…well, to be honest, I thought I’d come and see if you’d help me. It’s not money or anything.’

      I reached to touch his arm, ‘Ben, you could have my last penny. Of course I’ll help you, what is it?’

      ‘I wondered if you’d be a character witness for me at a children’s panel hearing next week. I’m trying to get my girl back, my daughter.’

      ‘Alice?’

      He forgot his teeth this time and smiled wide, ‘How come you remember her name?’

      ‘I remember her well, Ben, very well. She used to shout “Yeehaa” all the time in the press room when she was about five, didn’t she?’

      He laughed, ‘She did. She heard a gang of punters yelling their horse home and she ran around everywhere for weeks after that shouting Yeehaa and whipping at herself as though she was winning the National.’

      ‘She was a funny kid. How is she?’

      His smile dimmed, ‘I put her through some tough times, but I couldn’t be prouder of her if she was the queen. She’s been in a dozen children’s homes, kept running away, but I finally talked her into staying put long enough for me to have a chance of getting her back.’

      ‘How old is she now, Ben?’

      ‘She’s thirteen. She’d fight dragons for you, for anybody…that’s been half the trouble. But we’re nearly there now. I’ve been wracking what’s left of my memory to try and come up with two or three people who’d speak for me at the hearing, then I saw you on the telly.’

      ‘Listen,’ I said, ‘there’d be plenty of your old mates would walk through fire for you. Want me to find you some more for this hearing? How many do you need?’

      He waved it away, smiling, and I found myself growing used to the tiny smashed battlements that were his teeth. ‘I’ve got a proper ace up my sleeve, Eddie, queerest thing. I was coming back from visiting Alice the other day, got off the train at Lime Street and I heard somebody shouting my name. At first I couldn’t see anybody, with all the crowds moving, but then, as they cleared, there was just me and one man on the platform, and I recognized him right away, which wouldn’t be hard given the poor bugger’s face. He’d had even more plastic surgery done since-‘

      ‘Monty Bearak?’

      ‘Monty Bearak! You got it! Hadn’t seen him since I got pissed in his box at Aintree, years back, and didn’t half get a shock when he came over. The booze must have blanked me out on just how much damage that accident did. His face is like a big blob of play-doh, just sitting on his collar like it didn’t belong there. Tell you what it made me think of, you know the cardboard cutouts at the seaside you stick your head through for a photo? It was like someone had plopped this big pumpkin face on Monty’s immaculate suit. Couldn’t believe it. You seen him lately?’

      I nodded. ‘I see him pretty regularly. He’s got a box on most courses and goes racing nearly every day. And he’s Sir Monty now, by the way, for services to Merseyside charities, so if he’s coming to speak for you at the hearing, you’re a certainty to get Alice back.’

      ‘They gave him a knighthood? He never said a thing. There you go. Well, that’s another piece of good news for me, Eddie, the first one being that you’ve come out of that fall all right. Never seen anything like that in twenty years on the track.’

      ‘Me neither.’

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘Nobody knows.’

      ‘I was telling Alice about it, I said, that horse must have had a brain haemorrhage, or something like a stroke to have behaved like that. I couldn’t believe it. Thank god you were all right.’

      ‘Well there’s not much wrong with the horse’s brain. She’s back in her box as though nothing happened. Something wrong with my brain, though, wanting to get back riding.’

      That smile again, ‘Some things never change, Eddie.’

      ‘Listen, Mave is driving us home, up to the lakes. Come with us, spend a day or two.’

      ‘I’d love to. Sounds the very thing. But I can’t miss my meetings.’

      ‘AA?’

      ’Saved my life.’

      ‘Where are you living?’

      ‘On a council estate in North Liverpool, not far from Aintree. They call it Deadwood. Rough, but it’s where Alice wants to be. She’s running a campaign there. I’ll let her tell you all about it on Wednesday. I’m working on her so she doesn’t start preaching it to the panel,’ another wide smile.

      ‘Did you drive here?’

      ‘Got the bus. Can’t get insurance, Eddie, too many DUIs. They want about a grand a week to insure me. I do have fun though when they phone me up, you know, those cold callers. Would I be interested in insurance? Sure, I would! Have you got a few minutes now? I got all the time in the world!’ He laughed, and I was struck by the purity of his happiness and I supposed he had indeed been dead to all intents and purposes, and maybe he was just glorying in this resurrection, ragged face, ruined teeth and all.

      ‘We’ll drive you home,’ I said.

      ‘You will not! You’re convalescing, my friend, and I’ve got a free bus pass. I’ll see you on Wednesday, eh?’

      ‘At the hearing? Sure. Where is it?’

      ‘Liverpool city centre. I’ll email you what you need.’

      ’Mave, you got a pen and paper?’

      Mave flipped the sun visor and unzipped a pocket in the organizer strapped there. I wrote down my contact details for Ben.

      ‘Thanks, Eddie. Drop you a line tonight.’

      ’Sure you don’t want a lift?’

      He palmed away the offer, ‘Nah! Bus is fine. You meet a few characters, watch the world going by. The good world.’

      I got out and opened the door for him and we hugged again. ‘You’re a dear friend, Eddie.’

      ‘You were always one to me, Ben. Always. I’ll never forget what you did.’

      He stepped back, still holding my forearms, ‘Get away, you’d have done the same for me.’

      I saw again that fresh, clean happiness, growing accustomed now to it glowing from such a worn and battered face, ‘See you on Wednesday,’ I said, ‘And Alice. Tell her we’ll do a Yeehaa after the hearing.’

      Ben backed away, thumb raised, smile open, ‘We will, Eddie, we will.’ He ducked to look at Mave and raised that thumb again, ‘Nice to meet you, Mavis!’

      ‘And you,’ she called.

      I leant on the open door, watching him limp toward the exit. He shoved his hands in his pockets the way a schoolboy does, and his head came up and he looked around as though trying to take in everything in a new place. Ben Searcey. Reborn.
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      Mave kept her visor down and I lowered mine and pulled the old stained seatbelt across, ‘Home, Mavis!’ I said, laughing.

      ‘Mavis,’ she said quietly, and grinned, ‘he’s some character.’

      ‘A hell of a man. I’m ashamed to say I’d forgotten about him. He was really well known years ago, big time sports reporter. He’d started in racing, that was his first love. Once he branched out into other sports, he won all sorts of awards. But nothing went to his head. How you just saw him was pretty much the way I’d always found him. Straight to the point. Humble. Even in drink, he was never troublesome or aggressive.’

      Mave said, ‘Might not have been troublesome for others but he looks a wreck.’

      ‘He was a wreck. Cost him his job, family, home…’

      ‘Shame...’ Mave nodded slowly.

      ‘I know. Seems like he has a chance here, though. Will you come with me, to this tribunal thing, this panel?’

      ‘If you like.’

      ‘Good. It should make me seem more, well, human.’

      ‘I’m not sure anything could do that.’

      ‘Very funny. You know what I mean. If I’m to give Ben a character reference, well, it’ll look as though I’m more of a family man if you’re there.’

      ‘Maybe we should hire a couple of nice kids. Freckled ones. With fixed smiles.’

      ‘Mave, this is serious. It sounds like Alice has been in and out of care homes and foster homes for a long time.’

      ‘Where’s her mother?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Did you ever meet her?’

      ‘I did. Met her at an awards dinner. Seemed a nice woman. I think she was called Alice, too.’

      ‘I wonder what’s happened to her.’

      ‘Well, if Ben doesn’t tell us, it’ll probably come out on Wednesday at this hearing.’

      ‘Why don’t you just ring and ask him? If you’re to be a character witness, maybe the panel will ask you about her.’

      ‘I can’t just ring him up and say tell me about your wife.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Men don’t do emotional conversations, just practical ones.’

      She looked across and said, ‘Like the practical one back there when he had you in tears?’

      ‘God, that was strange…Can’t remember the last time I cried. I think it was just everything that’s happened since Saturday, and worry about Kim. Then being back in the fresh air again…It surprised me as much as it surprised Ben.’

      ‘He probably thought you’d taken to the booze and gone all maudlin on him.’

      ‘Maybe. Ben will have seen enough tears in his lifetime. I’m glad we’ve got a chance to help him. Ben was the only reporter who stood by me when I got warned off. Anybody else I called didn’t want to know. Ben didn’t think twice. He even tried to help me find the guy who framed me.’

      ‘But there would have been a story in it for him, surely?’

      ‘The opposite. His editor had written it off as a lost cause. Ended up costing Ben his job because he wouldn’t walk away when they told him to.’

      ‘Proper friend, right enough. Who’s the other guy you mentioned, the plastic surgery guy?’

      ‘Monty Bearak, Sir Monty Bearak.’

      ‘A man of means, racing every day. Inherited money?’

      I tried to recall what Monty did. He’d been no more than a nodding acquaintance of mine. ‘No, I don’t think so. I believe he’s one of these money market players, a currency trader or some kind of finance guy. He’s better known for charitable work on Merseyside, helping kids. I’m pretty sure that’s what he got the knighthood for.’

      ’So what did Ben do for Sir Monty that’s made him want to drop everything, well, everything knights do on a Wednesday?’

      I smiled. ‘I’m not sure. I think they came from the same area, or were at the same school or something. They’re both Merseysiders, anyway. Monty’s always been into racing. He’ll have bumped into Ben hundreds of times. You heard Ben say Monty had invited him to his box at Aintree, though that turned out to be no favour, I suppose.’

      ‘No favour? It sounds positively cruel.’

      ‘Well, I’m not sure how much Monty knew about Ben’s boozing habits back then. It’s not as if you ask someone to fill in a questionnaire before inviting them in for free champagne.’

      Mave nodded and settled to her customary peering over the dashboard driving position, and we travelled in silence until Kim came to my mind once more. I said, ‘Any word from our family in Oz?’

      ‘Kim and Marie think it’s too hot. Sonny loves it.’

      ‘Did you speak to Kim?’

      ‘Marie. She Skyped last night.’

      ‘I’ll ping Kim later. What’s the time difference?’

      ‘Eleven hours ahead.’

      ‘I’ll try him about ten. Odd to think it’ll be tomorrow morning there.’

      She said, ‘I still haven’t told them about the coma, or even the fall. Might be best if you don’t mention it.’

      ‘I won’t.’

      We went a mile in silence, then Mave said, ‘You still worried Kim might stay over there?’

      ‘I suppose I am, if I’m honest with myself. At his age, it’ll seem like the whole world suddenly opened up.’

      ‘He’ll be fine, Eddie. He’ll be home by August, they all will.’

      ‘I know that was the plan, but plans don’t always work out.’

      She reached to put her small hand in mine, ‘All will be well.’ That was a phrase we used on each other. I nodded and watched the road twist away as it climbed into the hills.
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      The snow came just after dark. Mave and I lived behind the farmhouse in a small cottage. We spent most of our time in The Snug, a room I’d replicated from my previous home in Lambourn. It was big enough for a short sofa and a fireside chair. The Snug was thickly carpeted and we’d added a spark-proof rug by the stove. Three walls were of stone, the other of plate glass, an expensive indulgence, and a bitch to keep clean, but always worth it.

      We had views down to Ullswater, the long lake filling the narrow valley between Patterdale and Pooley Bridge. On nights like this, the valley sucked the snow in.

      I said, ‘I’ll turn off these lights, and switch on the ones outside and we can watch the snow.’

      ‘Best tie me down first, in case I’m overcome with excitement,’ Maven said.

      ‘Very funny. I think we’ve had enough excitement for one day.’

      She eased back into the sofa, sitting beside me, gazing through the window. The west wind swept the snow past and drove it away into the night. I said, ‘It’s a bit like going fast in reverse in a snowstorm…In a car, I mean.’

      ‘I suppose.’

      After a few moments of silent watching, Mave said, ‘You were going to ping Kim.’

      I went to the small desk that held Mave’s laptop. ’Says here he’s offline.’

      ‘Try FaceTime. He’ll get it on his phone.’

      ‘Will it cost him?’

      ‘Does it matter? Send him a hundred dollars.’

      I clicked on his name, and six rings later Kim’s healthy, smiling face loomed at me, ‘Uncle Eddie! I thought you’d be in bed!’

      ‘Hey, I’m not that old that I can’t keep my eyes open past ten ‘o clock. And what’s with the uncle all of a sudden?’

      He laughed, ‘Just winding you up.’

      ‘You look well.’ I said, ‘Settled in?’

      ‘I don’t know about settling, Eddie. You wouldn’t believe the size of the place. Look…’

      The image zoomed and buffered then steadied on the vastness of a flat green land. ‘Where are the sheep?’ I asked.

      ‘On the south side. I’ll show you!’

      In Kim’s bumping run I caught flashes of outbuildings and vehicles and glints of sunlight. Kim shouted, ‘I’ll climb up on this bench!’ And, seconds later, I was looking at an ocean of wool. Kim shouted, ‘Brian’s got a picture on the wall, taken from a plane. They all look like a million maggots!’ He laughed.

      Kim was my nephew. Brian was his biological father, lately tracked down by my sister Marie to this outback sheep station. Her last sight of Brian had come when she was fifteen, pregnant, and watching him being banished by father in a blitz of yelling.

      Kim and I talked for a long time as he moved around what seemed a huge ranch showing me everything that excited his teenage mind.

      I said, ‘Watch this,’ and I carried the laptop to the picture window and turned the webcam.

      ‘Is that snow?’

      ‘Tearing down the valley. Take a good look. You won’t see much of it over there.’

      ‘There’ll be plenty next winter when I’m home. We’ll get the horses back and go out riding every day.’

      ‘We will. Now you go and get yourself a suntan. I’ll speak to you again soon. Give our love to your Mum and to Sonny.’

      ‘And Brian,’ Mave prompted.

      ‘And to Brian’ I said.

      ‘And give our love to the farm,’ Kim said, ‘and leave a light on there so the mice don’t feel lonely.’

      ‘The light’s on, Kim, and it’ll stay on until you’re home.’

      ‘That’s good.’

      ‘Off you go. There’s a full day ahead for you because it’s tomorrow where you are.’

      ‘I know! Strange, isn’t it?’

      I said, ‘If you get to hear tomorrow’s racing results in England, let me know, and we’ll make a fortune.’

      ‘Ha! I wish tomorrow worked that way.’

      ‘Me too.’

      ‘See ya…Oh, is Mave okay?’

      ’She’s fine. Sitting watching the snow with me. She sends her love.’

      ‘Me too. Us, too, I should say.’

      ‘Off you go.’

      ‘Byyyeee!’

      Mave watched me as I walked back toward her, ‘Feel better?’ she said.

      ‘Much better. He looks great. I’ll have a whiskey to celebrate. Want one?’

      ‘Please.’

      I brought two glasses from the kitchen.

      Mave said, ‘Do we get to put the lights back on now?’

      I flicked the switch, and took my drink and stood by the stove.

      Mave said, ‘Let them settle, Eddie. We need to get on with our own lives at this end of the world.’

      I nodded, gazing down at the embers.

      ‘Come and sit with me,’ she said, ‘Relax. Watch the snow.’

      I looked through the picture window. ‘It’s lost its beauty under the lights.’

      Mave smiled. ‘I know the feeling.’
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      Mave and I met Ben Searcey and his daughter Alice outside the Chambers in Liverpool. Ben’s gibbering nervousness proved ill-founded, as the children’s panel hearing was a short one, thanks to Sir Monty Bearak. The three women and two men holding the power to release Alice Searcey into the care of her father seemed awed by Monty’s title, and stunned by his mangled face. Outside, on the steps between the sandstone pillars, Monty’s face in the winter sunlight, fascinated Alice, and Mave, too.

      If you didn’t know about his car crash history, or the plastic surgery ops, Monty wouldn’t tell you. I think he enjoyed the startling gargoyle effect he had on people. The only flaw hidden was his missing right eye. A perfect glass eye had replaced it.

      His smile reinforced the starkness, for his teeth were a perfect glittering line in the mashed up flesh around them. But, nobody shied from his hugs on those cold steps, and none refused his invitation to an early lunch.

      Face-watchers in the restaurant could switch to Ben if they tired of Monty. Ben’s sharp cheekbones and pointed chin beneath that pale papery skin held his face up like a badly pitched tent.

      Ben was so ravaged, there was no way of telling if Alice had inherited any of his looks. When I saw Alice, I remembered her mother much more clearly, and could see her in Alice: the fair hair, and springy ears and the flint-grey eyes. The fire in those eyes, and the constant wariness hardened her thin face, stopping her just short of pretty.

      Monty was first to leave after lunch, his chauffeur reminding him of a business appointment. He shook hands with all and made Ben and Alice promise to join him at Aintree in April, ‘Eddie will come to the box and give us a few winners before racing, I’m sure.’

      ‘Be a first,’ I said.

      ‘When do you expect to be back riding?’ Monty asked.

      ‘I’m seeing the BHA doc tomorrow for a preliminary.’

      ‘You’ll be okay for Cheltenham, won’t you?’

      I nodded, ‘Even if they have to tie me on.’

      ‘I believe you!’

      When he’d gone, there was silence. The elephant that was Monty’s face had left the room and still no one could talk about it. I watched Ben and Alice, sensing tension. Her jaw was set. Those grey eyes gleamed. Ben put an arm around her shoulder. She didn’t move away, nor did she acknowledge anything. She stared through the window, looking at the past, or the future; maybe a fragment of each.

      ‘Can we give you a lift home?’ I said.

      Ben smiled, ‘Nope. Thank you, but no. We’re going to walk through the city together. I’ll buy two train tickets, and we will sit side by side and count down the stations from Central to Aintree on the Ormskirk line. Then we will gird our loins and conquer Deadwood.’

      Alice turned slowly to smile at her father. ‘Gird your own loins’, she said, ‘I’m not even sure women have loins.’

      Mave chuckled and turned to me, ‘Eddie, do they?’

      ‘How would I know?’

      ‘You’re the loin king,’ Mave said, and Alice smiled at her and I saw two wits connect. That moment flushed away all my frustration at being absent from racing and I laughed.

      Ben laughed, too. He was the oldest there, but when he laughed, he became the youngest.

      I said, ‘Enjoy your train trip, then. We’ll see you at Aintree.’

      ‘I doubt we’ll make it, Eddie, but I’ll let Monty know in good time. I’d love for us to go, but I swapped my tux a long time ago for a gallon of cider.’

      I smiled, ‘You’ll find the dress code’s nowhere near as strict as it used to be.’

      Alice said, ‘Dad wouldn’t pass the dress code for Night of the Living Dead, never mind the Grand National.’

      Ben laughed again in that open childlike, infectious way. I said, ‘Would you like to go, Alice?’

      ‘I’d love to. We’ll find something for him, don’t worry.’

      I nodded, ‘I remember you in your Yeehaa days.’

      She cupped her hands on her face, ‘Oh, don’t!’

      Ben pushed her playfully, ‘I told you you were famous on the racecourse!’

      Mave said, ‘Have you been racing since then, Alice?’

      She looked from above her fingers, ‘No. And if Eddie really does remember that, I’ll never be going again!’

      ‘You into horses?’ I asked.

      ‘I love watching them, but they’re a bit scary. The main thing I remember from going with dad, was that they were like big monsters, all shiny muscles and huge teeth.’

      ‘Yep, they kick at one end and bite at the other, but so long as you know that, you’re usually safe. Why don’t you come up and see us in the Lakes sometime?’

      She said, ‘Thanks. Maybe once we’ve done what we have to do, we will.’

      I looked at Ben. He was smiling at her, deferring to her. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘Your dad’s got my number.’

      Mave said, ‘We could time it for when Kim comes home. Kim would love to meet you.’

      ‘How old is she?’ Alice asked.

      ‘She’s a he,’ Mave said, ‘and he’s fourteen.’ She pointed at me, ‘If you can picture a much younger version of him, unbattered, finer-featured, someone who smiles much more often, which would not be hard, that’s what Kim looks like.’

      Alice gazed at me, wrinkling her nose, tilting her head, sizing me up, then, with great comic timing said, ‘Nah…I’ll pass.’

      We didn’t need Ben’s laugh to set us all off, and everyone in the restaurant stared.

      We said goodbye and Mave and I sat smiling as we watched father and daughter walk toward the railway station. Mave said to me, ‘A happy day.’

      ‘A rare thing for them.’ I said.

      ‘Eddie?’ I felt a hand on my shoulder. I turned and saw Calum Crampsey in an immaculate dark suit. Calum had worked for the main racecourse caterers for years and it dawned on me that I hadn’t seen him on the track. I stood up and shook his hand, ‘Calum! How’s it going? Haven’t seen you for a long time. Sit down.’

      He drew back a chair and eased himself down. His brown hair was greyer and his pleasant face more lined since last I’d seen him. I introduced Mave and he rose again to shake her hand, then settled. He said, ‘I saw you from the kitchen. I’m working here now.’

      I said, ‘You should have come and said hello. You know Ben Searcey, don’t you? And Sir Monty?’

      Calum said, ‘I know Sir Monty, and I remember Ben well.’

      Some vague strand of gossip came to mind. I said, ‘Did something happen with you and Sir Monty?’

      ‘He got me sacked. Said I’d brought the wrong bottle to his box and caused him great embarrassment, oddly enough with Ben. National day, five years ago.’

      I said, ‘It’s coming back to me now, though I didn’t know who was involved.’

      ‘Couldn’t get another job in racing after that,’ Calum said, ’never a day goes past I don’t miss it.’ His head went down. I glanced at Mave then said to Calum, ‘Want me to have a word with Monty?’

      ‘Would you? If I’m honest, that’s why I came over. I was going to ask. I hate to beg, and I’m sure I didn’t do anything wrong, but Sir Monty obviously thought I did.’

      I didn’t know whether to explain what had happened with Ben that day, and how embarrassed he was about it. I said, ‘Let me have a word.’

      ‘Thanks, Eddie, though I feel a bit of a hypocrite because I wrote to Sir Monty about a month after it, apologizing. Then I felt bad for doing that because I knew it wasn’t my fault, but it was the only way I could think of to try and get my job back.’

      ‘Did he reply?’

      Calum shook his head and was quiet for a few moments, then said, ‘I’m sorry. I haven’t even asked how you are? I still keep up with all the racing news. That was a hell of a fall you took a couple of weeks back.’

      I smiled, ‘Had a week’s holiday in Bangor hospital, now Mave’s helping try to piece my brain back together.’

      ‘Mission impossible,’ Mave said, and we smiled.

      ‘Never saw anything like that,’ Calum said, ‘what happened?’

      Once more I launched into trying to explain the unexplainable.

      

      At home that evening, I rang Sir Monty and thanked him for his hospitality. ‘Not at all,’ he said, ’it was a pleasure, and a lovely change from dining with a bunch of stuffed shirts.’

      I laughed, ‘After you’d gone, I saw Calum Crampsey. He’s working as a wine waiter in that restaurant now’

      ‘Calum?’

      ‘He worked on course for years for Selby and Sampson. He was very apologetic about the last time he saw you, that day at Aintree, the National, five years ago…’

      The pause was so long I thought he’d gone… ’Eddie, I don’t want to be rude, but I’ll say this, I rarely get angry, very rarely, but that man caused me huge embarrassment and left me with a heavy conscience over Ben. Ben Searcey was my responsibility that day. I’d had to talk him into accepting my invitation. He was my guest. He was in my care, and I should have looked after his welfare. I failed. And the reason I failed was the incompetence of Crampsey. Ben’s had to live with the consequences, and I have had to live with the guilt. There’s nothing more I want to say on the subject of Mister Crampsey.’

      After we’d said goodbye I looked at Mave, ‘He couldn’t have made that any clearer,’ I said.

      ‘Well, at least we know now why our knight was so eager to help a beat-up alcoholic.’

      ‘You’re being awful harsh, Mave.’

      She shrugged, ‘It’s the truth. I like Ben, and I like Alice, but it’s the truth. Still, Ben got what he needed and old Monty salved his conscience.’

      ‘And Calum carried the can,’ I said.

      ‘It’s the rich wot gets the pleasure and the poor wot gets the pain, Edward.’

      I reached for my phone, ‘I’d best call Calum with the bad news.’
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      I was back in the saddle in time for the Cheltenham Festival, the Olympics of National Hunt racing. It had taken a week’s race riding to reach full fitness, and I’d had two winners since my return. Good rides at Cheltenham were awful hard to come by. The four-day event was dominated by three trainers, each with big money owners behind them, and, frustratingly, their own jockeys.

      Dil’s recently acquired owner, Vita Brodie, could have mustered a few hundred million. Vita had a string of racehorses in America and she had already bought a dozen for Dil to train. One of those was Stevedore in the Supreme Novices Hurdle, a race with a history of huge gambles by the Irish on their ‘banker’. Today their big hope was Spalpeen, a stunning black beast who looked so superior in the paddock you got the impression the other horses dared not glance his way.

      Spalpeen was odds on. My horse, Stevedore, was twenty-to-one.

      We walked round in the holding ring at the start, each small circuit increasing the tension, as though we had banded together to wind up some huge mechanism.

      From the packed stands in the distance, the sun flashed glints from raised binoculars held by those with tensions of their own: gamblers, owners, trainers, breeders and bookmakers.

      Among us, the chatter levels were unpredictable. It seemed everyone was speaking, or no one. Whatever was being said, nobody was taking it in. Nothing mattered but the race.

      We were called, and we filed out, pulling down goggles, jostling for starting positions while trying to keep the horses calm.

      ‘Walk up!’ the starter called.

      We restrained our mounts as their mouths opened and ears went back and their adrenaline surged and their muscles bunched…‘Come on!’ the starter called, and the tapes shot up, and we were away, and the customary “Supreme roar” from the stands to mark the first race of the Festival eventually reached us as a whisper below the thunder of hooves as we raced to the first.

      Stevedore was unbeaten. But he’d run just once when we had easily won a small race at Doncaster. This was a much hotter contest, but after three jumps, he was moving nicely with the fast pace, easily holding his position and that told me an awful lot about his talent. Had it not been for the cruising Spalpeen travelling so sweetly three in front of me, I’d have been hopeful of my first Festival winner for a long time.

      As we galloped toward the top of the hill, three hurdles from home, the brutal pace gutted the weak, the underdogs, the ones who could not respond to desperate urgings from their jockeys as they fell away on this bulletless battlefield, and Stevedore moved easily beneath me, faltering for just a stride or two as we turned downhill and he took the chance to fill his lungs, before resuming his strong, rhythmical gallop.

      Whatever the outcome, Vita and Dil had themselves a bloody good horse. On landing over the third last, we’d moved into fourth. I glanced to my left…where was Spalpeen?

      Then I spotted him.

      He was in sixth. His motionless jockey, Vince McCrory saw me and he smiled the smile of the quiet assassin, killing my hopes in an instant.

      But I might finish in the first three.

      I concentrated on getting my approach right as we headed downhill to the second last…then Spalpeen passed me so quickly I imagined I could feel the air move in his wake. Seconds later, the Irish favourite was ten lengths clear and my heart rose, and I smiled, then I forced myself to be more sombre because Vince McCrory was in serious danger. His mount was doing exactly what Montego Moon had done at Bangor and I feared the big horse would smash through the next hurdle and come down, and at that storming, headlong, panicked pace, Vince would be lucky to survive.

      I should have been concentrating on the stride pattern of my horse as we got within a hundred yards of the second last, but Spalpeen’s wild gallop was all I could watch. Vince stood straight-legged, wrestling with the horse, and I felt like crying out to him that it was useless and that he should stay low and hold tight.

      Then Spalpeen veered left and my admiration for Vince McCrory went up ten notches because he stayed in the saddle. At Bangor, Montego Moon had simply lost it and lowered her head and galloped until a fence stopped her. Spalpeen had changed course.

      At that crazy speed, one jockey in a hundred would have stayed aboard as the horse veered sharply. Vince did it. And Spalpeen ran past the wing of the hurdle and I felt a mixture of relief for him and elation for us.

      By missing out that jump, Spalpeen had disqualified himself.

      We flew the next hurdle and Stevedore hit the front, shifting into grafting mode like the professional racehorse he was. I could hear the others, the hoofbeats, snorting nostrils sucking hard, then, as we rounded the bend into the straight, I saw the grey head of the second-favourite, Tomorrowland on my outside, at the flanks of Stevedore, at his ribs, his shoulders, and we went to the last neck and neck. Bomber Harries, a good friend, was riding the grey and I could hear him too, breathing hard as we moved across the track to jump the last.

      Bomber got the rail. That would help him. We were close…bumping…Bomber cried, ‘Eddie!’ I pulled Stevedore away to get a clean jump, hoping Bomber’s would stumble, but the horses rose together, a moment’s suspension of the sound of galloping as we flew.

      Then on the ground again. The noise of fifty thousand people, the screams, the yells and cries were softly there at the edge of my consciousness and they seemed to suck and blow at us as we ran nose to nose, drifting out for a few strides, then back in, heads down, whips flailing, as we fought to raise one more ounce of effort from these brave, battling thoroughbreds whose sweat exploded in micro-drops at each whip strike, whose mouths spumed foam that splatted on our knees and hands, whose courage could not be broken as we passed the winning post inseparable, to a final crescendo before the huge balloon of noise burst, leaving only sighs in the air…

      …and then a new sound rose…applause.

      And it grew evenly and spread like some audio Mexican wave as the purest of racing fans instinctively congratulated two superb animals who would never know what it meant to surrender.

      It didn’t take long to pull up, for our mounts were exhausted. Bomber and I brought our horses close and he put an arm around my shoulder, and I put my right arm across his back, and we fought for oxygen, and Bomber in his own mock exhaustion and gratitude laid his head on my shoulder and we found breath enough to laugh.

      Only when we stopped to turn and acknowledge the applause from the stands did I see the green screens being erected around the black hulk of Spalpeen. And I remembered Vince, and craned my neck to see if he too was on the ground. Bomber nudged me and signalled with his head and I turned to see Vince lying a hundred yards down the track, his pink colours just visible through the throng of medics.
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      That night, Peter McCarthy rang me. Mac was an old friend, and occasional adversary. He was the security chief for the British racing authorities, the BHA.

      ‘Mac, how I love to see your name light up my phone. It’s been so long!’

      ‘Very funny, Eddie.’

      ‘Doubtless you are calling to congratulate me on that fine ride in the Supreme?’

      ‘Well, that would be somewhat disingenuous of me, but, well done anyway. Half a race is better than none.’

      ‘Thank you. I was happy to settle for the dead heat. So was Bomber. Now what can I do for you?’

      ‘I need to talk to you about Montego Moon at Bangor.’

      ‘I’m listening. Oh, what’s the latest on Vince McCrory?’

      ‘He’s going to be all right. Should be riding tomorrow.’

      ‘That’s good news. I heard the horse is okay.’

      ‘Yes. Cracked ribs. Nothing too bad.’

      ‘Dope test results?’

      ‘Clean.’

      ‘Oh dear.’

      ‘Indeed. The horse’s adrenaline levels were through the roof. Very high cortisol readings, but nothing synthetic. All the hormonal responses are what you’d expect from the physical behaviour.’

      ’So how much was Spalpeen laid for on the exchanges?’

      ‘How do you know he was?’

      ’Because you’re calling me. Because it’s Festival time and you will have a shitload of work you’d rather be doing. Because someone up high has told you to get a result.’

      Mac grunted, then said, ‘He was laid for a total of one point seven million across four accounts, each opened in the past few weeks. Winnings were withdrawn immediately. Police have applied for permission to examine bank details of the four individuals.’

      ‘Whose names are?’

      ‘Each appears to be an alias.’

      ‘So Spalpeen was got at. No doubt you’ve checked the betting charts for Montego Moon?’

      ‘We have. Nothing unusual. No laying under new accounts or aliases.’

      ‘So your conclusion is that whoever got at Spalpeen was using Montego Moon for a trial run?’

      ‘Correct.’

      ‘But you’ve not got beyond that?’

      ‘Er,..no.’

      ‘Well, Mac, I’m so happy that after knowing you for more than fifteen years, you’ve finally stopped trying to bullshit me.’

      ‘I trust your discretion, Eddie, I know I can speak frankly with you. With others, well, sometimes dissemblance is a necessary part of my job.’

      ‘I don’t know what dissemblance means, Mac, but I suspect it’s a fancy word for bullshit.’

      ‘Harsh people might say so.’

      ‘Count me harsh, Mac, count me harsh.’

      He cleared his throat, a prompt I was familiar with. It meant he had nothing more to offer and hoped that I had. I said, ‘Any of the vets got an opinion on what set these two horses off?’

      ‘All they agree on is that a sudden high state of panic has been induced, and that it’s unlikely it’s coming from something that’s been administered before the race.’

      ’So, since I think we can agree that it would not
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