

About the Author

Rachael Blackmore is an Irish National Hunt jockey. In 2021, she became the first female jockey to win the Aintree Grand National in the 182-year history of the race. Just like Rachael in this story, she discovered her love of animals growing up on a farm. Although, she didn’t get up to quite as much mischief as the characters in this book …




Rachael Blackmore
with Rachel Pierce



GRANNY NATIONAL

Illustrated by Tom Snape

[image: Penguin Random House]



[image: ]



For Jack




This story is entirely based on true events – some of which never actually happened.





1Freedom at last!


‘RACE YOUUUUUUU!’ Rachael shouted suddenly, and she took off – a teeny-tiny head start might just make the difference.

‘Heyyyyyyyyyy!’ Frankie groaned as she launched off after her, tennis racket grasped firmly in her hand and school bag thumping up and down on her back.

The two friends sprinted past the solid stone gate pillars that marked the entrance to the farm and on up the narrow, winding avenue that spiralled into a dark mass of ancient woodland. Impressive, leafy trees arched and intertwined above their heads, shielding them from the beams of sunshine and making the air green and cool. They dared not run close to the edge of the tarmac, as the stray branches were reaching forward like bony fingers trying to pluck them into the shadows.

They flung themselves round the final sharp bend, where the avenue turned abruptly before forking off into three driveways: straight on was the farmyard; to the right was Rachael’s house, which was perfectly rectangular and painted stark white, with a red front door that had two windows on either side and three balanced evenly on top; and to the left was Rachael’s grandparents’ house, which couldn’t look any more different from her own house if it tried.

‘I’m catching up!’ Frankie roared with glee.

Rachael’s lungs felt like they might explode, but she forced herself to keep running.

‘GO, GO, GO!’ she told herself. ‘Keep going! Don’t stop!’

They hung to the left, making their way to Rachael’s grandparents’ house. The finish line was always the same – the first one to touch the dilapidated black Morris Minor (a tiny old car) that had been inexplicably abandoned halfway up the avenue, now nestled between some shrubbery, like it had grown there.

‘Almost there, I’m going to do it!’ Rachael thought. Finally she was going to win. She wanted to shout it to Frankie, but weighing everything up she knew that would take too much precious energy, and her voice was nowhere to be found at this critical stage.

‘Ha, ha! Laterrrrrrrr!’ she heard Frankie shout.

It was like Frankie had turbo-boost on her runners. She pumped her arms, lifted her knees higher and forged ahead, leaving Rachael behind.

‘Noooo!’ Rachael gasped, the crisp air cutting the back of her throat.

‘I WIN!’ roared Frankie as she slapped the bonnet of the antique motor and flung her school bag against its rusted wheel.

‘Not again,’ panted Rachael as she stumbled to the finish line a few strides behind Frankie, then leaned over, her hands on her knees. ‘You get me every time.’ Feeling deflated and sorry for herself, Rachael flung her bag next to Frankie’s.

While Rachael sucked in air to refill her nearly empty lungs, Frankie began swinging her tennis racket around in mock practice. She whizzed it through the air, back and forth.

Whizz-whoosh. Whizz-whoosh. Whizz-whoosh.

She loved the sound as the wind snapped through the strings and couldn’t for the life of her understand why it seemed to annoy everyone else so much.

‘Stop it! Stop swinging your racket,’ Rachael said.

Frankie laughed. ‘You sound like my mum.’

She whizz-whooshed a few more times.

‘Stop!’ Rachael said, reaching up and grabbing Frankie’s hand to stop the next powerful slice through the air.

‘Hey!’ Frankie said. ‘That was match point and my winning forehand down the line to beat Aneres Smailliw!’

Rachael shook her head. ‘And you say the racehorses can have strange names. Is that the name of an actual real live tennis player?’

‘Of course it is,’ Frankie said. ‘How could you not know that? She’s amazing! All I want is to be as good as her.’

Rachael smiled. ‘Come on, let’s go on up to the house and see my granny.’

They began walking up the rest of the avenue, but out of nowhere the white bonnet of the jeep appeared, coming straight in their direction, zig-zagging around the potholes. A cold shiver went through Rachael’s spine at the sight of her grandad and his glaring eyes. It felt like that glare pierced right through the windscreen like a dagger, and cut right into her. Instinctively she reached her hand out, grasping Frankie’s tightly and pulling them both out of the way, into some bushes. It was lucky she did because Grandad wasn’t slowing down and he wasn’t avoiding the massive pothole right beside them.

‘AAAAAhhhhhhhhhhhhh!’ Rachael and Frankie yelled out, like opera tenors, as discoloured, dirty rainwater splashed up and saturated their runners and socks. Rachael felt the water seep in between her toes.

‘We should have guessed he’d do that,’ Frankie said glumly as the jeep sped off towards the farm’s entrance gate, with no heed paid to the two drenched girls clambering out of the bush.

‘He’s off to collect my cousin David,’ Rachael said, not bothering to acknowledge the level of unpleasantness her grandad had just shown. ‘Remember I told you that he’s coming down for the holidays, all the way from New York. Grandad’s getting him from the train station. Can’t imagine that’s going to be a very fun car journey. Anyway, come on, I’ll lend you some dry socks at the house. Granny always keeps a stash of odd ones in the hot press.’

Their sodden feet squelched in their runners for the rest of the walk, until they reached the most peculiar-looking house. It was small and jumbled, giving you no real clue as to which door was the front and which was the back, not too dissimilar from a Picasso painting. Bits stuck out in every direction, as if someone had constructed it from an assortment of forgotten and mismatched Lego pieces. Since she was little, Rachael had always worried that it wouldn’t survive if an earthquake hit, but now she thought that even a strong gust of wind could topple the whole thing.

Rachael’s house was empty for now – her parents were away at the qualifier for the biannual Munster amateur sub-division butter-making convention. They loved all things butter and spent most days dreaming up unique butters and honing their butter-making skills. This was brilliant news for Rachael because they would be gone for the whole two weeks of the Easter holidays, and that meant the annual cousins’ holiday, which included best-friend Frankie. It would be even better now, because her parents’ combined four eyes wouldn’t be there to keep a watch on them.
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‘I’d better warn you that Granny probably has some jobs for us to do,’ Rachael said. ‘She’s been rushing around getting the place ready for David. I think she’s worried he won’t like it here.’

Frankie laughed softly. ‘He might not like your grandad anyway,’ she said. ‘We’ll have to explain him as best we can. But really, coming all the way from New York to here is going to be so weird for him. I just hope he’s not annoying.’

Rachael felt the same way. The Easter holiday was her favourite holiday, and she was so excited it was finally here. Her cousins Nicki and Carly had outgrown the stay at Granny’s so they weren’t coming this year. She’d miss them; they were so much fun, even if they didn’t like playing outside that much any more. Tom would be there at least, but David was new to them all, and what if he did ruin it? They had met him when they were babies, but they obviously couldn’t remember that. He was a first cousin but lived with his mum, Cara, in New York. He wouldn’t have a clue about life on a farm and probably couldn’t tell the difference between a sheep and a goat. He might have had a dog or a goldfish, but that would be about it for sure. What if he hated it here? Then he might make the whole holiday miserable for everyone.

They walked towards the nearest door to the house but stopped dead when they heard a deafening screech coming from the Top Yard, behind the house. Rachael’s heart dropped down into her stomach.

‘Oh no, that’s Granny,’ she said. ‘Something has to be wrong.’

She didn’t need to tell Frankie twice. The two of them yanked their bags off their backs, abandoned them on the ground and broke into an even faster sprint than before.

‘Hang on, Granny!’ Rachael yelled. ‘We’re coming!’





2Crash-landing


As they rounded the house, they were greeted by a sight that made Rachael feel two very different things at once: a flash of fear and a flood of jealousy.
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The Top Yard spilled out from the back of the house in a haphazard fashion. It had been extended again and again throughout the years as the farm expanded into different areas. The Top Yard was made up of a collection of stables (home to many random things but rarely horses), one end of a large green barn, a rusty oil tank, bits and pieces of unidentifiable machinery, a dog pen for Bonnie, and some chickens ambling around. The tarmac avenue that wrapped around the house rose up on a hill and then down into the yard, and there was someone at the top of the hill, and that someone was Tom, Rachael’s favourite cousin.

There in front of them stood Granny, her long, wispy white hair tucked into a neat bun. Granny was tall and slender, and she was wearing the outfit that Rachael knew meant there was a visitor coming. Right now, Granny was frantically waving her arms and shouting, ‘TOM! Stop that this instant!’

Tom had somehow managed to push the old go-kart up to the top of the hill and was perched there, ready for take-off. The go-kart was the product of a hot summer’s day when Tom had discovered some old pram wheels and, with Uncle Jonny’s help, had attached them to a deconstructed wooden pallet. But then Grandad had forbidden anyone to use it after it had nearly claimed Rachael’s arm that summer, when she toppled out of it.

But there Tom was, his broken ankle, encased in a huge black boot, sticking out the side of the go-kart, one hand holding the frayed-rope steering wheel, the other hand grasping a protruding tree branch, holding him just about steady. Granny was roaring at him not to move another inch – and ABSOLUTELY, DEFINITELY to not let go!

Tom grinned widely at them. He saluted Rachael and Frankie, who were staring at him open-mouthed, unable even to roar at him not to do it. Granny was beside herself – she had switched to pleading with him.

‘Please don’t do it, Tom, there’s a good child. Don’t let go. We’ll come up and get you. Please!’

‘I’m grand, Granny!’ Tom shouted back. ‘Uncle Jonny made this go-kart good and sturdy.’

‘But you’re not good and sturdy, my dear,’ Granny wailed. ‘You’ve already got one broken ankle!’

‘I’ll be grand, don’t worry!’ Tom shouted back cheerfully. He straightened his helmet with a shake of his head.

‘And … they’re … off!’ he shouted – then let go of the branch. Suddenly the go-kart took off down the hill, juddering up and down at speed.

‘Woohoo!’ Tom yelled.

‘He let go,’ Frankie said in disbelief.

‘Of course he let go,’ Rachael said gleefully.

The go-kart rocketed past them, Tom whooping, his boot wedged out at an angle, bouncing around dangerously.

‘Pull the brake!’ Granny shouted as he whizzed past her.

‘There is no brake!’ Tom shouted back.

‘Lord save us,’ Granny said. ‘Quick, Rachael, Frankie, go after him!’

Rachael looked at Frankie. ‘You go right and I’ll go left.’

Frankie nodded and raced off. Rachael sprinted after the uncontrollable go-kart, with Granny following as quickly as she could, whimpering under her breath.

Rachael could see Tom heading straight for the brand-new quad bike that had been delivered just yesterday. It was red, shiny and NEW, brand new. Rachael felt another flash of fear and it wasn’t for Tom any more. If anything happened to the new quad, Grandad would NOT be happy, and that was an eventuality no one wanted on the first day of the holidays.

‘Tom, lean. LEAN!’ she shouted in desperation.

Tom heard her – and suddenly saw the quad in front of him. He threw his body weight to one side and pulled hard on the poor excuse of a steering wheel, a flimsy rope attached to each wheel. The whole go-kart shuddered with the effort, but as if willed by Granny’s pleading, it gave in and pulled to the left, away from the quad.

Rachael felt the relief wash over her body.

‘Nicely done, Tom!’ she shouted. ‘Now aim for the muck heap.’

The go-kart was now headed straight for the chickens, who were peck-peck-pecking on the ground, oblivious to their impending doom.

‘Run, chickens, run!’ Tom shouted, pulling wildly on the questionable steering apparatus.

Too late!

He mowed straight through the middle of them, leaving a scatter of feathers and a flock of shocked chickens in his wake. One of the chickens took such fright, it flapped its wings and lifted off the ground, landing on the wall. It looked at Rachael uncertainly, as if to say: What the heck just happened … and how the heck did I end up here … and what the heck do I do now?
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‘I’ll come back for you in a minute,’ Rachael shouted at it.

Rachael and Frankie were helpless, their eyes fixed on the runaway go-kart. It didn’t seem to be letting up and, if anything, looked to be picking up even more speed.

‘The muck heap, head for the muck heap!’ Rachael shouted again.

Rachael scrunched her eyes tight and hoped that when she opened them, Tom would be on a safe bed of stinky straw and horse poo. She counted to three, slowly. One – two – two-and-a-bit – three! She opened her eyes. Yes! To her delight, Tom was suitably covered in all the mysterious wonders found in the muck heap.

‘Result!’ she thought. ‘That will teach him to have all the fun without us.’

Rachael and Frankie rushed over to assess the damage. There was Tom, beaming back at them, looking to have all bones still intact, his ankle boot sticking out from the side of the go-kart, whose front wheel had broken off and was rolling off on its own somewhere. The kart was covered in old straw and horse droppings, and Tom’s helmet now had a suspicious brown colour, but he was alive and in one piece.

‘That was so cool,’ Rachael whispered, helping him to stand up. She saw Granny approaching out of the corner of her eye.

‘Enough now,’ Granny panted as she finally caught up and joined them.

Tom grinned. ‘Sorry, Granny.’

Frankie ran over to grab his crutches from where he’d leaned them against the wall of the farmhouse. She came back over and handed them to him, gingerly avoiding touching his grubby fingers.

‘How did you even get it up the hill?’ she asked him. ‘Without using your crutches?’

Tom shrugged. ‘I just hopped and pushed. It took a while.’

‘That’s determination,’ Frankie said, looking impressed.

‘Determined to get yourself hurt,’ Granny muttered, shaking her head. ‘You are one lucky boy, Tom, you do know that?’

Tom picked strands of wet, discoloured straw off himself.

‘I am sorry, Granny, I just wanted to see how fast it could go.’ He looked at the lopsided go-kart. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll fix it.’

‘Please don’t,’ Granny said. ‘I much prefer it broken and you not in it. Honestly, we can’t have you getting hurt when you’re here, Tom.’ Granny sighed. ‘I can never stay angry with you, Tom, but you’re an absolute rascal nevertheless. Maybe I’m just getting too old for the big holidays. Trying to keep up with you all is getting harder.’

Rachael hugged her tightly. ‘No way, Granny, this is the best holiday in the whole year.’

‘Oh now,’ Granny said, looking embarrassed.

‘It’s true,’ Tom said.

‘Yes, it is,’ Frankie agreed.

Granny smiled at them. ‘I suppose this is one way of making sure you get plenty of sweets from the high press after dinner. And speaking of dinner, your cousin David will be here very soon. Come on, push the go-kart into the shed for now, we can worry about fixing it another time.’

Rachael rescued the go-kart’s stray wheel, threw it into the seat and helped Frankie push it towards Grandad’s tool shed. It creaked miserably.

‘I think you might have finished it off for good,’ Frankie said to Tom.

‘I’ll be able to fix it,’ Tom said confidently.

‘No doubt you will,’ Granny said, sounding half-worried and half-proud.

They parked it up and then went back across the yard to help Granny find the scattered chickens and return them to their pecking.

Rachael went over to the confused hen who was still stranded on the wall, gazing at the ground far, far below its claws.
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‘Hi, chicken friend,’ Rachael said softly, tentatively catching its chubby, feathery body in her hands. It felt warm and soft but unpleasant at the same time. ‘There you go, back where you belong,’ she said, placing it firmly on the ground. The chicken squawked a thank-you, thrust out its neck and waddled off.

Granny looked around. ‘All right,’ she said, nodding. ‘Everything looks as it should. I think we’re ready.’

They heard the rumbling of the jeep’s engine as it made its way up the avenue, following the route Rachael and Frankie had raced up earlier.

‘It’s them!’ Rachael said. ‘We finally get to meet David.’

‘And I won’t be outnumbered by girls any more,’ Tom said.

Frankie swatted his arm. ‘We’ll still be bigger and stronger than you.’

‘You’re only one year older than me and I’m growing all the time,’ Tom said, pulling himself to his full height, which brought him up to Frankie’s shoulder.

‘Yeah, but you keep breaking bones,’ Frankie said, laughing. ‘You might not grow any taller if you’ve got patchwork bones. You might get stuck at this height, and I’ll always be looking down on you.’

Tom looked horrified. ‘What? No, that’s not true!’

‘No, it’s not,’ Granny said impatiently. ‘Frankie, stop teasing.’ She looked from one to the other sternly as the sound of the jeep drew closer. ‘Now all of you, listen to me. I want you to behave like you’re normal, good children for at least the first half an hour. Let poor David think he’s joining a normal family … even just for a little while.’






3The city that never sheeps


Grandad swung the jeep into its parking spot by the side of the house, the engine still humming quietly as he stepped out. He shut the door firmly behind him and nodded at Granny, but barely acknowledged anyone else was there. He was a man of very few words and when he did use words, he was usually giving out about someone/something or to someone/something. Rachael had lived beside her grandparents all her life, was minded by them, had dinner with them most Sundays for as long as she could remember, and yet she felt like she didn’t know her grandad at all.

Sometimes she watched him and Granny together, their quiet half-sentences that only they could understand, and she couldn’t figure out how they’d ever got married. How could her granny, who was so caring, funny and cool (for a granny), have decided to marry a man like Grandad? Rachael felt she couldn’t ask anyone that question, that they’d think she was being rude if she did, but she thought it all the same.

She watched Grandad go to the back of the jeep and start to unpack the bags. He leaned in and said gruffly, ‘Are ye right?’

Slowly the passenger door inched open. Granny was rocking back and forth in anticipation, her hands twisting together nervously.

‘Well now, there you are, David,’ she said, as a very meek-looking boy stepped out of the jeep. ‘You’re very welcome and we’re delighted to see you.’

Rachael observed her cousin with great interest. They were pretty much the same height and build, and he had brown freckles dappled across his nose, just like Tom. He was wearing a navy baseball cap, but she could see brown hair sticking out from under it. His hoodie had New York Yankees written on it, and his red-and-white runners that came up around his ankles were sparkling clean.

‘Hi,’ he said quietly. ‘I’m David.’

Tom burst out laughing. ‘We know that bit,’ he said. ‘How could you be anyone else?’ He lurched forward on his crutches, trying to hold his hand out for a handshake at the same time as trying to stay upright. He almost fell on top of David, who had to grab Tom’s shoulders to steady him.

‘Careful, dude,’ David said.

‘Did you hear that, Granny?’ Tom said. ‘I’m a dude! David, I’m your cousin Tom. I live about twenty minutes away, but I’m here for the holidays like you.’

‘Let the pet come over to meet us,’ Granny said. ‘You and those crutches, you’re a menace.’

‘What happened to you?’ David asked as he helped Tom turn on the crutches and walk towards the others.

‘Fell out of a tree,’ Tom said. ‘Broke my ankle. Won’t be long before it’s healed, though.’

‘Why were you in a tree?’ David asked, sounding confused.

‘Em … why wouldn’t I be?’ Tom said, sounding equally confused. ‘It was a tree. It was there. I climbed it.’

‘Oh, right,’ David said.

Rachael couldn’t help laughing. David and Tom were like aliens from two different planets who had both crash-landed on Earth and were trying to talk to each other in different intergalactic languages.

She gave a little wave. ‘Hey, I’m your other cousin, Rachael. I live here on the farm. In that house over there.’ She pointed in the direction of her neat house.

‘Okay, hi,’ David said with a shy nod.

‘And I’m not your cousin,’ Frankie said. ‘I’m Francesca, Frankie, from down the road. I don’t live here but I’m always hanging out with Rachael and Tom, so you’ll see a lot of me while you’re here.’

‘Nice to meet you, Francesca,’ David said.

‘Just call her Frankie,’ Rachael said, smiling.

Grandad was silently going back and forth, lifting David’s bags from the jeep and carrying them into the house. He lifted out a big, long black box with straps.

‘I’ll take that, thanks,’ David said, reaching for it.

Grandad just peered down at him and continued walking towards the house. David looked even more confused as he watched Grandad walk away without saying a word. Grandad stood the box against the wall beside the front door and went on inside.

‘Don’t worry,’ Rachael said to David, ‘he’s always grumpy.’

Rachael wondered if Grandad had talked to David at all on the drive from the train station. She felt sorry for him, stuck in the jeep with Grandad, who probably hadn’t filled him in on anything. It wasn’t a great start to his holiday. Here they were, so happy with the idea of the two weeks that lay ahead, and there David was, facing a holiday with strangers in a place he didn’t know. She wondered why Auntie Cara hadn’t come with him.

‘What is that?’ Tom said, pointing at the box. ‘Is it a rifle for shooting rabbits? Is it a magician’s box? Oh, I know – is it a drone? I’ve always wanted a drone.’

David shook his head. ‘Sorry to disappoint you, but it’s a telescope. I like looking at the stars and space.’

‘Oh. That is disappointing,’ Tom said. He shook his head sadly, like he’d asked for his chocolate cake to be served warm with two scoops of vanilla ice cream and had been handed it cold with one scoop of mint.

‘That’s very honest of you,’ David said dryly, and then smiled.

‘Do you know,’ Tom said, leaning in close to David’s face, ‘we actually look alike when you smile, don’t we? I mean, I think anyone would guess we were cousins, wouldn’t they?’ He stuck his cheek against David’s and looked at Rachael and Frankie. ‘What do you think?’

David looked so horrified that Rachael and Frankie giggled.

‘Hang on a second,’ Rachael said
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