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

      

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

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

      We’ll never spam you or disclose your details

      Thanks

      Joe McNally

      

      Social Media and Website

      You can find us at

      Facebook

      Twitter

      Steeplechasing.net

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Eddie Malloy hurried from the jockey’s changing room at Worcester at 5.17pm on a Friday in late July. He’d had one winner, three losers, a hot shower, and not much to eat. He got in his car and took the phone from the glove box.

      A text from Sonny Beltrami, in the coded letters they’d agreed, told him Sonny was heading for one of their secret meeting places. Eddie sighed, flipped the sun-visor down, and joined the line of traffic leaving the track.

      Sonny Beltrami had left Worcester racecourse one hour before Eddie. He rode a black BMW K1600GT motorcycle, and never broke the speed limits. If a cop stopped Sonny, he might find the deerskin pouch containing that day’s take: one hundred thousand pounds.

      Sonny did not know that a man carrying a large well-worn camera bag had followed him.

      As Eddie reached the M5 motorway, his friend, Peter McCarthy, was alone in his London office. He was awaiting a call from his boss, Nic Buley, chief executive of the BHA, the British Horseracing Authority.

      Buley finished a call on a telephone in his office that was not linked to the BHA official network. He sat staring at the door for a few seconds, unblinking, then he dialled McCarthy’s extension number. ‘You can come up now.’

      McCarthy took the lift. He was 52 and forty pounds overweight. The commitments he’d made to himself to use the stairs more often invariably faded when faced with the climb.

      Buley was opening his office door as McCarthy approached. Both men forced a smile.

      ‘Peter. Good to see you. Come in. Apologies for the wait.’

      ‘That’s okay.’

      Buley rolled a high-backed leather chair across the wooden floor. McCarthy was careful sitting down. He’d been embarrassed before when his bulk had unbalanced the chair and almost spun it from beneath him.

      Buley settled at his desk opposite McCarthy. ‘Kellagher, Sampson and Blackaby,’ he said.

      McCarthy nodded. Buley said, ‘I want them in court by August fifteenth.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘That’s the first anniversary of my appointment. I promised that cleaning up racing would be my top priority. Time to show I wasn’t bluffing.’

      McCarthy began sweating. Buley, who consumed no more than 2,000 calories daily, and worked out every morning, had switched off the air conditioning to increase McCarthy’s discomfort.

      McCarthy said, ‘We’re at least four months away from court with this…probably nearer six.’

      ‘Not we. You.’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘You should have had this ready to go by now. You’ve been on it more than two years.’

      ‘It’s been the toughest case in our history. We need to get evidence that will stand up in a court full of people who know little about racing. We need rock solid, easily explained detail, built on facts.’

      Buley straightened, opening his hands toward McCarthy. ‘You’re head of integrity. It’s your job to get those facts.’

      McCarthy leant forward. ‘And that’s what we’ve been doing. Painstakingly. And we’re getting there.’

      ‘Not quickly enough.’

      ‘Nic, you can’t put deadlines on cases like this!’

      ‘It’s a project, same as any other in business. What do you want me to do, let it run forever?’

      ‘It’s not what I want or what you want, it’s what will get us a conviction.’

      Buley, elbows on desk, clasped his fingers again and said, ‘August fifteenth.’

      McCarthy stared at him. ‘The police won’t accept that.’

      ‘I’ll deal with the police.’

      McCarthy shook his head. ‘I’m afraid I can’t support you if you want to go ahead so soon.’

      Buley smiled. ‘Then I’ll find someone who can.’

      McCarthy waited for more. Buley just kept smiling. McCarthy said, ‘Meaning?’

      ‘Clear your desk. I’ll draft a statement with the PR team over the weekend and announce your departure Monday.’ Buley was hard-faced. McCarthy stared at him. ‘Seriously?’

      ‘Seriously. We’ll agree a compensation package in line with your length of service and tied to a compromise agreement.’

      ‘Nic…I’ve worked in security here for twenty-eight years.’

      ‘The BHA hasn’t been around for twenty-eight years. I know you were with the BHB and the Jockey Club, but maybe that’s part of the whole problem. Old habits die hard. Times have moved on. Adapt or die…etcetera.’

      ‘Are you saying that I shouldn’t come to work on Monday?’

      ‘Or any other day. Spend the weekend making new plans. It’ll do you good, the change.’ Buley stood. ‘Now, if you don’t mind, I have a couple more hours work to do.’

      McCarthy got to his feet. Sweat darkened his blue shirt and, in the sunlight through the window his face glistened. Buley reached across with his right hand, as though sealing another deal. ‘Someone will be in touch to run the statement past you, so you can field any calls from the press.’

      McCarthy, dazed, slowly shook hands and turned away.

      When the big man left his office, Buley hit redial on the private phone. ‘Job done.’ He said.

      ‘Good. Phone Lisle. Get him ready for a midweek announcement.’

      ‘You’re sure he’ll bite?’

      ‘He’ll think Christmas has come in July.’

      Buley rang Broc Lisle and listened to his voicemail message: “This is Broc Lisle. Thanks for calling. I’m in studio for a Newsnight recording on the Iraq uprising. I’ll return your call between 19.15 and 19.25. Please leave your name and number.”

      Buley left his, then hung up and said, ‘Jeez, and people call me anal.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Broc Lisle was at BBC HQ, having his make-up finished. The young man working on him said, ‘Long time since I saw a moustache like that, if you don’t mind me saying. Bridge on the River Kwai and The Great Escape.’

      Lisle smiled. ‘Oddly, I was clean-shaven all the time I was in the army. It was only when I started making a living at this that I grew it. And I’ll tell you why, though you might have heard this, being in the business. Stop me if you have. It’s about John Travolta.’

      ‘Go on,’ the boy worked to highlight Lisle’s cheekbones, which were already prominent. Lisle was square-jawed, too, and allowed enough grey in his hair to convey experience and inflate his air of gravitas. The only thing betraying him, and telling of his impending 58th birthday, was the loose skin on his neck. But a high collar helped. His dark brown tie and suit completed his media persona. If he’d been able to continue wearing a uniform after retiring as an army major, he’d have done so.

      Lisle said, ‘A reporter was shadowing Travolta one day on set. They had to move from Travolta’s trailer for a meeting with the director. A limousine waited outside the trailer and Travolta and the reporter got in. They travelled a hundred yards and got out again. Mystified, the reporter looked at Travolta who put an arm around his shoulder and said, “It’s not enough to be a star. You’ve got to act like a star.” Hence my moustache. I’m not a star, by any means, but that taught me a lesson about looking the part and it’s helped make me what you guys call the “go-to” man for comment on military and international security issues.’

      ‘Good story. I’ll use that. I’ll cut it to fifty yards though.’

      Lisle chuckled.

      

      When Eddie Malloy reached the abandoned graveyard in the woods near the village of Slad, Sonny Beltrami was waiting. As Eddie opened the creaky south gate behind the ruins of the church, he could hear Sonny singing My Melancholy Baby. Eddie smiled. All Sonny’s songs were melancholy.

      Sonny’s big frame, dressed in motorcycle leathers, rested on an oak trunk felled in a storm. The evening sun lit most of the dead tree, but Sonny sat in the shade. Eddie chose the sunny side and straddled the wood. ‘Not topping up your tan?’ Eddie said.

      Sonny shook his head, singing the last line out before he replied. ‘Doesn’t suit the song, my friend. Ambience is everything in a performance.’

      Eddie looked around. ‘There’s nobody listening to your performance, Sonny. None of these poor folk have heard anything for a long time.’

      Sonny sat forward, sweeping back his white hair, accentuating that Latin skin colour Eddie envied. Sonny was sixty, but looked ten years younger. He kept himself fit, although he claimed that was under doctor’s orders for the sake of his lifelong diabetes. Eddie sometimes wondered if Sonny’s illness had nurtured the melancholy.

      Sonny said, ‘Don’t be so sure nobody’s listening.’ He scanned the mossy headstones. ‘Think of all the spirits circling this place. Most of these people would never have left Slad village. Their world would have been the five square miles around this valley. Their ghosts won’t be far away.’

      ‘Maybe you could have sung them a happier song, then?’

      ‘I’ll bring my fiddle next time, and play a jig.’

      Sonny got to his feet, not bothering to brush the green debris from the back of his shining leathers. He reached inside his jacket and pulled out a deerskin pouch from which he drew two bundles of banknotes. ‘One hundred grand dead,’ he said.

      Eddie took it.

      In the trees beyond the graveyard perimeter, the man who’d followed Sonny squeezed the shutter button on his camera, silently gathering twelve frames a second through the 400mm lens.

      ‘Want your commission now?’ Eddie asked Sonny.

      ‘Nah. Mave can square it up at the end of the month. I always thought I wanted money. Now I’ve got it, I don’t know what to do with it.’

      ‘Why don’t you rent a big band and a theatre, and sing to some live people for a change?’

      Sonny smiled, looking around at the headstones. ‘The dead don’t boo.’

      ‘They don’t clap, either. And who’d boo you? You’ve got a voice like honey.’ Eddie got up, stuffing the cash in his pockets. Sonny put an arm around his shoulder and they walked. Sonny said, ‘The best audience is the one in your head, Eddie. You can change it as you please.’

      ‘So, who’s your favourite audience?’

      ‘Depends how I’m feeling. Often it’s just one woman, sitting in the dark, watching. All I ever see is her face, but she’s comfortable, and she understands my whole life just from hearing me sing that song.’

      ‘Anybody I know?’

      Sonny’s smile was slow and sad. ‘You weren’t even born, my friend…somebody from a long, long time ago.’

      They stopped just through the gate. Eddie reached to shake hands. Sonny took a step forward and hugged him, then wandered away in silence.

      The man in the trees cursed himself silently for missing the picture of the hug. His name was Jonty Saroyan. When a viewfinder enclosed his eye, it eclipsed his heart and soul. There was no photo he wouldn’t take. Stripped of his camera, he was affable and childlike, a dreamer and a fool.

      When the sound of Sonny’s BMW cracked the silence, Jonty made the call: ‘The big man’s leaving now.’
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      Eddie reached his house in the valley, hemmed in by small hills and four hundred acres of woodland. He locked the front door behind him, dragged the heavy seagrass mat aside with his boot-heel, and opened the floor safe while pulling the money from his pockets. He couldn’t cram in more than fifty grand.

      He cursed and hauled it all out, then sat on the floor and counted it, his frustration increasing in ten-grand increments.

      The sun had just gone down, so Eddie knew there was a fair chance Maven Judge would be out of bed and ready to start work. He sat at his PC and pinged her. ‘All well?’ she asked, not looking at her webcam, as usual, eyes on screen, fingers blurring across her keyboard.

      ‘No. All is not well, Mave.’

      Still she didn’t look at him. ‘What’s up?’

      ‘I just counted the cash I’m holding for you.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘Three hundred and forty five grand. The rubber bands have broken on some of it. Most of the notes are grubby. I opened the safe and it was like a burst drain of money.’

      ‘Filthy lucre, eh? Take what you need and get a bigger safe.’

      ‘I don’t want a bigger bloody safe! I want you to take at least three hundred of this off my hands. You get a bigger safe!’

      ‘Keep the head, and I’ll buy you a hat.’

      ‘Mave, it’s not funny. There’s nobody around this house all day. If anybody breaks in, they could be in another country by the time I got home.’

      ‘The cameras would pick them up’

      ‘Then what? I ring the cops and say, could you help me find this guy who just stole a third of a million in used banknotes from my house?’

      She stopped the keyboard work and looked at him. ‘Okay. I’ll call Sonny and ask him to bring me two-fifty from it.’

      ‘I left him about an hour ago. It was when I tried to cram the cash he gave me into the safe that I realized I’m not cut out for this.’

      ‘You and Sonny are the only guys I trust. You’re the only ones I know.’

      Eddie watched that big-nosed plain face. Her brown hair would be tied back in the usual ponytail. If she smiled, he’d see those crooked crossed teeth. Maven Judge had won fortunes betting throughout this summer jumps season. She could have had Hollywood teeth and a nose job, but Eddie liked her as she was. He loved the fact that the notion of changing her looks never seemed to have crossed her mind. Eddie rubbed his tired eyes. ‘Let me sleep on it, Mave. I’m wound up.’

      ‘Never.’ She smiled now, full and wide, no bashfulness in showing those teeth. Eddie smiled too. ‘See,’ she said, ‘it’s not all bad. I noticed you had a winner at Worcester.’

      ‘Yep. That’s fifty-seven for the season.’

      ‘See. That’s what happens, Edward, when you apply yourself.’

      ‘Under duress. Needs must, and all that.’

      ‘Well, take some commission from the bets.’

      ‘Mave, I can’t! I’ve told you, if I take no reward, I’m breaking no rules.’

      ‘Well, stop bloody moaning, then!’

      He smiled again, and she said she’d call back when she’d made the pick-up arrangements with Sonny.

      Mave had helped Eddie when a friend of his, Jimmy Sherrick, died. She’d been pestering Eddie for two years to help her perfect her betting system, and Eddie believed Maven Judge was a genius. She could do anything with software, hack the toughest of security systems, and cruise through mental challenges. Eddie had told her that her brain was a six-lane highway to everyone else’s single-track road.

      After Jimmy’s case, Eddie owed Maven the favour she’d been seeking for so long. This was to be his summer of repayment.
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      Mave had been calling Sonny every half hour to try and arrange the pick-up. At nine o’clock, worried, she rang Eddie.

      ‘Mave. He’s probably gone to a bar to spend some of his commission.’

      ‘He rarely drinks. And he never ignores my voicemails or texts. The reason he chose that place in Salisbury was because of the signal strength. The phone just rings out.’

      ‘Give him another hour or so.’

      ‘Will you wait up?’

      ‘Of course.’

      By midnight, she’d had no response. The longer she waited for word, the more upset she got. Eddie watched her strained face on the screen, and said, ‘Want me to drive down and check the caravan?’

      ‘Would you? I’m just scared he’s had a hypo and he’s lying somewhere.’

      Eddie was confident Sonny wouldn’t have allowed that to happen. Type one diabetes was as much a part of Sonny as his limbs were. He’d managed the illness perfectly all his life and never took chances. But Eddie sensed Mave was beyond logical debate. She just wanted the reassurance. And one thing wasn’t sitting right with Eddie…the fact that Sonny had hugged him before parting that evening. He’d never done that before.

      Eddie told Mave he would call when he reached Sonny’s place. ‘It’ll take me an hour.’

      ‘Okay. I’ll be here.’

      Sonny’s southern base was a thirty-five foot static caravan on a pleasant site on the outskirts of Salisbury. The gates were closed. Eddie pressed the buzzer for security and explained about Sonny’s illness.

      His caravan was in darkness. His big black motorcycle was nowhere to be seen. Eddie persuaded the security guard to get the master key to the caravan. Sonny wasn’t there. Nothing had been disturbed. Eddie called Mave and she asked if he had any idea what route home Sonny would have taken from the graveyard.

      ‘No way of knowing, Mave.’ He considered mentioning that Sonny had seemed a bit more heavy-hearted than usual, but it was pointless worrying her further. Anyway, that was just Sonny. He’d been singing. Maybe Eddie had simply read things wrong, given the surroundings. It was all about the ambience, as Sonny had said.

      ‘Do you think anyone could have followed him from the track?’ Mave asked.

      ‘He’s been very careful. So have I.’

      ‘I know, I’m just-’

      ‘If anyone had followed him to mug him, they’d have done it before he handed the cash over, wouldn’t they? Not much point in it afterward.’

      ‘Unless they didn’t see him give it to you?’

      ‘True.’

      ‘Should I call the police?’

      ‘I don’t think you should, Mave. He’s a well-adjusted adult who doesn’t take alcohol or drugs and he’s been "missing" for about seven hours. They’d tell you to ring back in a week.’

      ‘It’s just not him, Eddie. You know that!’

      ‘I know. But it’s three in the morning. You’ve done what you can. Let’s see what daylight brings. If he hasn’t turned up by the time I leave Stratford tomorrow, I’ll drive straight to your place.’

      She sighed. ‘Okay. If I hear from him in the next few hours, should I call you?’

      ‘Please. I’ll leave my phone on.’
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      The usual stream of banter criss-crossed the Stratford changing room. Underlying the chatter was an edginess about three jockeys who’d been suspended by the BHA that morning pending possible prosecution on charges of race-fixing.

      Racing wasn’t clean. It wasn’t straight. But Eddie and his fellow riders knew the villains. They lived a close life in those changing rooms up and down the country, and a jockey is first to realize when others in a race aren’t trying to win. But Eddie believed the sport was ninety-five percent straight, and there was nothing he could do about the other five percent except avoid associating with them.

      Riley Duggan, head popping through black and yellow silks, fixed his hair and said, ‘Shock move by the BHA, Eddie, eh?’

      ‘Yep. Not like them to exceed the speed of a tortoise.’

      ‘You hoping those three get warned off?’ Riley asked.

      A dangerous question. Eddie was one of just ninety-five professional jump jockeys in the UK. More amateur jockeys than pros held riding licences. And there were a hundred or so young conditional jockeys, jumping’s equivalent of apprentices. They all lived and worked in a cramped, competitive, dangerous world. A careless remark about someone would soon reach that person. Riley wasn’t trying to lead Eddie into any kind of verbal trap; he was a straightforward guy who just said what he was thinking. Eddie pulled his boots on. ‘I’ve got enough to worry about with my own career to give theirs any thought, Riley.’

      Three hours later, winnerless, but fresh and showered, Eddie walked through the car park, bordered by meadows. The sounds and smells of harvesting immersed him. It was one of those rare summer evenings with no haze or humidity. Eddie got his phone from the glove box and called Mave. ‘Any news on Sonny?’

      ‘Nothing. I’ve spent most of the day calling hospitals.’

      He wanted to reassure her, but encouraging words would offer no comfort. ‘I’ll be there in a couple of hours, Mave.’

      ‘You staying?’

      ‘For as long as it takes.’

      ‘See you soon.’

      The day’s warmth lasted, and when Mave’s white house came into Eddie’s view, the bottom half of it rippled in a heat haze. The sea beyond was flat calm. A perfect setting, except for a missing friend.

      Mave heard Eddie drive into the yard behind the house, and came to meet him. She put her arms around his neck. He hugged her just tightly enough to hold her comfortably for as long as she needed the support.

      They stood linked and silent for over a minute. The only sounds came from sea birds. He could sense her distress and that oddly consoling feeling of being attached to her, of fitting together naturally, of silent communication. She felt it too. Eddie knew that. ‘Do you want to walk?’ he asked.

      ‘Let’s have some coffee first. You’ve had a long drive.’

      ‘Fill a flask. Bring a blanket. We’ll sit on the headland.’

      When Eddie first met Maven Judge, she’d told him she lived in a cliff shack. That’s what he’d expected to see on his first visit that spring as he drove the final narrow road on the edge of the Lleyn Peninsula in North Wales.

      Mave’s "shack" turned out to be an old whitewashed farmhouse, its walls two-feet thick to thwart the weather when it blasted up the sheer cliff over Hell’s Mouth bay.

      They wandered into the evening sunshine, Eddie carrying a big old rug rolled up on his shoulder. Mave walked alongside swinging a plastic bag in which mugs and spoons and flask rattled in the remarkable stillness. ‘Heaviest blanket I’ve ever seen, this,’ Eddie said. She smiled sadly, glad at his attempt to make her feel better. But her head was down, watching her boots trail through the grass.

      They settled twenty yards from the cliff edge. Birds rose, then dropped from sight as though bouncing from below the cliffs. Eddie poured coffee. Maven watched the horizon. Eddie pointed to what looked like mountains away across the Irish Sea. ‘Is that a mirage, or am I seeing things?’

      She smiled again. ‘You’re doing your best, Eddie. That’s the Wicklow Mountains. A rare sight. There’s usually a haze or sea weather.’

      ‘It’s been a diamond of a day.’

      She nodded.

      ‘Weather-wise, I mean.’

      ‘I know.’ She drank and turned to him. ‘What do we do next?’

      He shrugged. ‘Wait, I suppose.’

      ‘Somebody’s got Sonny, haven’t they?’

      ‘Maybe. How many winning bets has he placed on track since you started?’

      ‘Thirty-two’

      ‘Losers?’

      ‘Two.’

      ‘Between what he delivered to me and dropped off here, how much has he carried?’

      ‘More than four million.’

      Eddie pulled a long strand of grass and twisted it and stared at the ground.

      ‘I don’t like it when you go silent on me,’ Mave said. ‘Do you think you were followed from the track yesterday?’

      ‘Possibly, but what would be the point of following me? You’ve never bet in any race I’ve ridden in. Sonny’s the one who’s been moving among the bookies collecting the cash.’

      ‘That’s what I can’t work out…why they let Sonny get to you with the money.’

      ‘Maybe they were waiting for him at the caravan. Maybe they expected him to have the money.’

      ‘But he didn’t, so what’s the point of holding him? They’re onto this, aren’t they? The betting,’ she said.

      ‘They could be.’

      ‘I’ve been stupid, and complacent, and careless, and Sonny’s taking the consequences,’ she said.

      ‘Mave, it was never going to be risk-free. Sonny knew that. It was one of the reasons he liked doing it. If somebody’s got him, they’ll be making a call to us soon.’

      ‘There won’t be any call. Sonny won’t talk.’

      ‘He won’t need to. If they’ve been tracking us for a while, they’ll know I’m getting the cash.’

      ‘But that’s why it makes no sense. They didn’t stop Sonny before he handed it over to you.’

      ‘They’ll have bigger plans than a one-off mugging.’

      ‘If I’ve heard nothing by midnight, I’m calling the police.’

      ‘Okay.’

      She turned. ‘You’re humouring me.’

      He nodded.

      She said, ‘The money doesn’t matter anymore. The system doesn’t matter. I can do something else.’

      ‘I know you can. And I know the money doesn’t matter. But all the police will be able to do is the same as us…wait for the call. And the call’s going to say don’t involve the cops.’

      She looked away again. Eddie said, ‘This is probably a couple of fly boys who think I’m easy meat. Give them a chance to show their hand.’

      ‘You got a signal?’

      He checked his phone. ‘One bar.’

      She stood up. ‘We’d best get back then. You get four at the house, don’t you?’

      Eddie looked at her as he squinted against the sinking sun. ‘Mave, why are you dusting off your jeans? You’ve been sitting on an inch-thick rug.’

      ‘Habit, I suppose. Come on.’ She gathered the coffee things. Eddie crawled to the edge of the rug and pulled up the corner to look at the underside.

      ‘Eddie…what are you doing?’

      ‘Looking for the start button. I thought we’d fly back, on our magic carpet.’ She took three quick steps toward him and raised her boot to his shoulder, pushing him over to roll in the grass. ‘Move your arse, Malloy.’

      He lay looking up at her. ‘You know you could have injured me? Me, your rug carrier. Your slave.’

      ‘Get up, or I’ll roll you off the edge of the cliff.’

      ‘You and whose army?’

      She ran at him. He jumped up and she chased him round the rug. A couple walking a dog stopped and watched Eddie and Maven running in circles against the setting sun.
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      As night came on, Peter McCarthy moved from the garden chair into his house. Since his wife Jean had died last winter, his dread at coming home to an empty house had grown. Unable to face it on the day he’d lost his job, Mac had checked into a London hotel and drank himself to sleep.

      He couldn’t stay away for ever, but he could spend as much time in the garden as the weather allowed, and that’s what he’d done on this Saturday.

      Mac still wore the suit he’d left the office in the day before. Left it for the last time. At least he wouldn’t have to tell Jean. He stared at the cold fireplace. He didn’t have to tell anybody. They had no close friends. His office colleagues would make what they wanted of the news on Monday.

      The news.

      The reality of dealing with the press came back to him. Oh yes, he would have to tell somebody. But tell them what? He’d resigned? He’d been fired?

      He recalled what Buley had said about sending him the proposed press release for comment. That comment would be governed by his compromise agreement. And his payoff would be tied to that compromise agreement, the compromise in question being the one he’d make to sell his silence.

      Mac stood and walked to the window to look down the valley at the twinkling lights in Lambourn. This career in racing, at the heart of it here in the Valley of the Racehorse, was what he’d worked for. This was his life. Had been his life…this, and Jean. He didn’t need money. The compromise agreement could lie unsigned for all he cared. Then, when the case against the three bent jockeys fell through he could gloat, unfettered by any contract. He could issue a big fat public I TOLD YOU SO! To Nic Buley.

      But Mac knew he would not do that. In his world, no matter how primitive your feelings, regardless of your lust for revenge, it was not the done thing.

      The stiff upper lip trumped personal wounds.

      Dignity ruled.

      Anyway, Jean’s absence relegated all else to the boundaries. The trouble was, Mac had to keep reminding himself of that.

      

      Eddie and Mave sat through the dusk and into the night with lamps lighting the corners and logs crackling in the stove. It was warm outside, but thick walls kept the house cool. They needed the brightness of a fire, the lunging flames sparking optimism and fight. Eddie listened as Mave unravelled the years of her life. ‘I can’t recall not knowing Sonny. He was around our house all the time. I remember him jamming with dad. Dad’s Stratocaster didn’t go too well with Sonny’s accordion or his fiddle, but they always seemed to be smiling. And dad would finish a bottle of red and Sonny would try and talk him into playing some of the old Italian tunes he remembered, the ones his Dad taught him.

      ‘Sonny was born here. His mum and dad came over during the war and started a fish and chip shop in Glasgow. Dad went up there when he was still a teenager, trying to get gigs. Sonny was at one of the auditions. They went to a party that night and that was it. The Elderly Brothers, Dad used to call them. They got together and started touring the working men’s clubs in the north of England. They were getting so many gigs, they rented a house in Halifax and that was it. Until dad met mum.’ Mave smiled. ‘I remember mum telling me how hard he tried to persuade her to move into the digs in Halifax rather than them getting a place of their own. It took her a year to drag him away from Sonny. I wish, I wish, I wish he’d just have played with Sonny and no one else.’ She stared into the fire.

      Mave’s father, Jack, was asked to fill in one night as lead guitarist for a band he’d never worked with before. Their equipment was faulty and he’d been electrocuted on stage and killed. He was thirty-five.

      Mave told how Sonny had never missed a day visiting her and her mother in the months after her father’s death. As the years passed, they’d kept in touch with calls and letters and visits. Her mother died on what would have been her dad’s forty-seventh birthday. And Sonny returned once more to help Mave through.

      Eddie knew how happy it had made Mave to be able to offer Sonny this job as her ‘special agent’. It had brought new life to him in his retirement. But she’d never foreseen this threat. Eddie realized he should have anticipated it.

      They had made Sonny as anonymous as possible on the racecourse; dressed in drab clothes, and flat caps, spreading the bets around many bookmakers. No lumpy wagers with any single bookie. No conversations with them. Note each bookie and work through a cycle so that the same one wasn’t bet with again for at least a month.

      But racetracks have no filtering system for villains. From rogues to royalty, this was the sport’s audience. Ninety-nine percent of racegoers were decent people, but skulking among them were spivs and pickpockets, thieves and junkies and sharpies seeking information and ‘contacts’. Men on the make. And women.

      The call came at ten o’clock. Mave jumped to her feet, looking to her phone. But it was Eddie’s that rang. He recognized the city code as Birmingham. Mave sat still and unblinking as he answered it.

      ‘Eddie Malloy?’

      ‘That’s me.’

      ‘We’ve got your pal here.’

      ‘Is he all right?’

      ‘For now, he is.’

      ‘What do you want?’

      ‘The same information you give Sonny.’

      ‘Okay. We’ll work something out. We should meet.’

      ‘We will.’

      ‘When?’ Eddie asked.

      ‘Name it.’

      ‘Tomorrow.’

      ‘Okay. You’re riding at Market Rasen. I’ll see you there. Wait in your car after racing. Leave the doors open. I’ll get in the back.’

      ‘You sure?’ Eddie said.

      ‘What’s the problem?’

      ‘Well, if I’m going to start giving you tips and you’re going to bet them, are you happy for all the faces to see us together?’

      ‘Fair point. Where, then?’

      ‘You know the golf course close to the track?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘A wood borders the eastern side of it. A decent road runs through the wood. Drive down off the main drag and take a right at the fork. You’ll be able to see one of the tees on the golf course. I’ll meet you there half an hour after the last.’

      ‘No cops. No company. Just you and me. I’ve got some very sharp pictures of you on five different occasions taking lumps of cash from Sonny. I’ve got video too. You won’t want to be joining your mates at the Old Bailey.’

      ‘Can I speak to Sonny?’

      ‘I’m in a pay phone. No room for two. Sonny’s okay. He’s being looked after.’

      ‘I’m glad to hear that. I’ll see you tomorrow.’

      Mave waved frantically and mimicked an injection in her arm. Eddie said to the caller, ‘Does Sonny have enough medication?’

      ‘Yes. He’s fine. Sonny’s an asset. We’ll look after him.’

      ‘He’s not a fucking asset. He’s my friend, and if anything happens to him, you can put your photos on a poster in Trafalgar Square for all I care. Then you’d better leave the country.’

      ‘No violence, Mister Malloy. It never solves anything.’

      ‘Well, that’s a popular saying, but it’s not true. Violence solves a lot of things. A lot. Keep my friend safe. I’ll see you tomorrow.’

      ‘The car I’ll be driving won’t be traceable. Save yourself any preparation. Let’s just meet and get a civilized deal done.’

      ‘Is that it?’

      ‘That’s it.’

      Eddie hung up and walked across and put his hand on Mave’s shoulder. ‘Looks like we’ve been outed, Maven.’

      ‘What was that about pictures?’

      Eddie told her.

      She shut her eyes, and raised her chin, stretching her neck and groaning. ‘Oh, Eddie, I’m sorry! Now you’re in trouble as well as Sonny.’

      ‘No trouble. He sounds like an amateur. We’ll fix this before the week’s out.’

      She sat shaking her head.

      ‘I’ll make some strong coffee,’ Eddie said.

      Mave traced the caller’s number: a pay phone outside New Street railway station. ‘We should have recorded it,’ she said, ‘I could have taken a voice print.’

      ‘Why? I’m meeting him tomorrow. There’s every chance I’ll know his face. He must be a racecourse regular to have sussed what was happening. I’ll know his face, then it shouldn’t be hard to put a name to it.’

      ‘Then what?’

      ‘Then we do the deal for Sonny and figure out how to get those pictures off him. If he really does have pictures.’

      She watched Eddie pace the fireside rug. The logs were embers now, the dull yellow glow reflecting in his shoes. Mave read his mind. ‘Eddie, we need to do this the easiest way. The safest way. No point getting yourself wound up.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘I know you know, but it’s making no difference to you. Go to bed.’

      ‘Can’t sleep.’

      ‘Whiskey?’

      ‘Please.’

      ‘Will you sit down to drink it?’

      ‘I will.’

      She brought two glasses. Eddie sat in the chair across from her and laid his head back. ‘You got any recording gear I could wear tomorrow?’

      ‘Plenty.’

      ‘Can you rig me something up now?’ She rose and left the room, and he sat staring at the empty high-backed old chair she’d been nesting in.

      Half an hour later, Eddie lay in bed, still angry. Angry at himself for not thinking things through, and angry at the people who believed kidnapping and blackmail were okay. He had tested the bug Mave built. Six times. No more sloppy preparation. He was going to try and make this episode short and not at all sweet for the captors of Sonny Beltrami.
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      They left Mave’s Shack soon after dawn, driving through a sea mist that covered the wheels and made it look as though the car was floating eastward off the headland. Market Rasen racecourse was on the opposite coast, five hours’ drive away. Maven sat wrapped in a tartan blanket. Her body clock was set to sleep mode from dawn to dusk, and she tried to get comfortable.

      ‘Nice blanket.’ Eddie said.

      ‘Mmm.’

      ‘Where’d you get it?’

      ‘Blanket shop.’

      ‘How come it didn’t make an appearance yesterday when I asked for one for the picnic?’

      ‘Because I didn’t want two grass stains in it shaped like your arse bones.’

      ‘So I had to lug the rug.’

      ‘About all you’re good for, rug lugging.’

      ‘Say rug lugger six times.’

      She tried. She failed. They laughed.

      He let her settle into sleep, her skinny legs drawn beneath her, curled up like a child. The mist lifted as they left the coast behind and drove toward the rising sun.

      They reached Market Rasen just before noon. The only movement from Mave during the journey had been with the gentle rocking of the car as it rounded bends and crossed uneven ground. Stationary now. Engine off. Still she slept.

      Eddie shook her softly and she uncurled and looked at him and stretched and yawned. ‘We here?’

      ‘We’re here. At the golf course. This is where you get off.’

      ‘Any water?’ Mave asked. Eddie passed her a bottle from the back seat. ‘Put it in your bag.’

      ‘I can buy some in the club house.’

      ‘Just be careful not to lean against the wall. Somebody might think you’re a golf club and pick you up and swing you.’

      ‘Ha, ha. That’s shapeism, or weightism or some ism or other that’s probably against the law.’

      Eddie knew that banter helped her nerves. But he worried what she’d do on her own for the next four hours. She opened the back door to reach for her holdall with the gear in it. ‘See you later,’ she said.

      ‘Mave. Go easy. Take no chances. A two minute video clip should be enough. I’ll make him get out of the car and come to mine.’

      ‘I know. I know. You told me three hundred times last night.’

      ‘And remember. I can’t take my phone into the track. If anything goes wrong, leave me a voicemail.’

      ‘Eddie! You do all the wisecracking to take my mind off things, then you switch straight to scare the shit out of me mode. You’d make a crap psychologist. See you later.’ She closed the door and he watched in his wing mirror as she wandered toward the big club-house.

      The talk in the weighing room was of how soon the three jockeys, Kellagher, Sampson and Blackaby, would face trial. Eddie overheard someone say McCarthy had been sacked. He borrowed a copy of The Racing Post and read the formal statement: the usual gushing appreciation from Buley about all McCarthy had done in his long career and how relieved his friends at the BHA were to see him leave in one piece to spend more time with his family.

      What family? The poor bastard was on his own! Eddie was angry that Mac had lost his job, and frustrated that the big man hadn’t called to tell him. He was even angrier with Buley as he knew Mac had been stitched up. Eddie asked the clerk of the scales if he could use the landline to make an urgent call.

      McCarthy didn’t answer. Eddie left a voicemail: ‘Mac, why didn’t you phone me? When did this happen? Jeez…what are you going to do now? Look, I’ll get down there to see you as soon as I can, but call me this evening, okay?’

      Eddie had three mounts booked for Dil Grant, a Canadian horseman who’d found his way to England via Hollywood bit parts, rodeo shows and seducing widows on Atlantic cruise ships. The widows supplied most of Dil’s horses and paid his training fees promptly, but he was always grubbing for cash. Dil’s life lurched from crisis to crisis and Eddie had concluded that the trainer couldn’t live without chaos.

      Dil legged Eddie up on Scamperalong, a compact little gelding likely to be suited by the tight right-handed track and the fast going.

      And he was.

      Eddie led nine rivals throughout, forty hooves rattling out a four and a half minute drum roll on the firm ground. Scamperalong scampered along and became Skipalong each time he met a hurdle, jumping it with skill and exuberance. Eddie’s favourite part of riding a winner for Dil Grant was seeing how it opened up Dil’s world again, that bright smile childlike and untainted, because everything Dil had dreamed of had once more become possible.

      Eddie’s other two mounts finished unplaced. He had no ride in the last, so he sat in the sun by the weighing room, scanning faces in a futile search for someone who looked guilty about kidnapping. Half an hour later, he drove out of the car park, bug in place at waist height, behind his belt.

      He passed the golf club and turned right at the sign saying Dog Kennel Wood. Eddie knew this place because he’d once pulled in to nap for half an hour before the long drive home.

      His eyes adjusted to the forest gloom as he cruised slowly along. Mave would be watching. There’d been no voicemails, so he had to assume all was well, and leave the rest to her.

      He took a right at the junction and rolled along to the back of the 13th tee. He pulled in tight to the verge, lowered the window and switched off the engine.

      Birdsong.

      The scent of pine.

      A muffled cry of "Fore right!"

      Eddie watched his mirrors, not wanting to appear nervous by looking round. He settled back, fingering the bug again, and checking his flies. In the right wing mirror, he saw a green Range Rover approach, travelling fast. He sat up quickly, released the handbrake and shoved the gearstick to neutral in case the car hit him from behind.

      But it stopped under hard braking about ten feet back, spraying wood chips and raising a dust cloud. Eddie wondered how long he’d need to wait before the man came to him, allowing Mave to get a video clip.

      No time at all.

      And it wasn’t a man.

      She was tall and slim, a catwalk swagger in fast forward as she tossed her long red hair and swung her arms in a short-sleeved blouse as white and glossy as a daylight moon. Jeans, boots. No jacket. No bag. No intention of getting in the back. She opened Eddie’s passenger door and sat down and slammed it shut.

      She didn’t smile. Her facial bones looked like they’d been drawn in by a pencil artist. Sharp jawline and chin, high cheeks and deep brows. Eddie would have bet eastern European but for her red shining hair, fringed as sharply as her brow, hanging straight and heavy at the sides to touch the bicep-high cuffs of the blouse.

      ‘You look much different from how you sounded on the phone,’ Eddie said.

      ‘I don’t keep dogs so I can bark myself.’

      ‘You’re in charge?’

      ‘That’s right.’

      He watched her. She held his gaze. ‘Okay, what’s the deal?’ he asked.

      ‘I want in on the racket you’re running.’

      ‘What racket would that be?’

      ‘Come on, Malloy. We’ve still got Sonny.’

      ‘I know that. I just want it clear that I’m not running any racket. I collect money for a friend of Sonny’s. Sonny brings it to me. I take it to our mutual friend.’

      ‘You tell Sonny what horses to bet.’

      ‘I don’t. That would be breaking the rules of racing. Sonny gets the info elsewhere, he does his job, and I take the money and pass it on.’

      ‘Why doesn’t Sonny take it direct to his friend?’

      ‘To try to keep his friend’s life uncomplicated.’

      She watched Eddie, then did that wild and wilful head toss again, throwing in a hard look. Eddie sensed she was in charge of nothing. ‘So it’s Sonny’s friend passing on the tips?’ she said.

      ‘Listen, I don’t know anything about tips. A while back, Sonny asked me to help him out. I agreed.’

      ‘Help him out by telling him which races were fixed.’

      He turned in the seat to face her. ‘Did Sonny tell you he was betting on fixed races?’

      ‘He’s told us nothing. But it doesn’t take much working out. We’ve been watching him for a long time and he’s yet to back a loser.’

      ‘How much do you know about racing?’ Eddie asked.

      ‘Enough.’

      ‘Not enough. Far from enough. You’ve no idea who Sonny’s working for?’ The doubt that had been in her eyes changed to a flash of fear. ‘He’s working for you.’

      Eddie shook his head. ‘If only. Do you seriously think that if I knew that every bet Sonny placed was likely to win, that I’d still be riding horses for a living?’

      She watched him. ‘Who does he work for?’

      ‘I’d be doing you a big favour if I told you, and I don’t think I owe you any favours.’

      The anxiety level in her green eyes was rising. Eddie said, ‘I’ll do you one favour. Go straight to wherever you’re holding Sonny and put him in this nice car of yours and take him back to where you found him, treating him gently along the way. And remember to tell him how sorry you are for making such a mistake. Then barricade your house and hope for the best.’

      She did the hair flick thing again, and raised her chin. ‘You’re bluffing.’

      Eddie shrugged. ‘Don’t say I didn’t try.’

      ‘We’ve got those pictures of you. And we’ve already got a buyer.’

      ‘Good for you. Sell them. I’ve nothing to hide.’

      ‘Then why did you agree to meet me?’

      ‘Because your friend sounded what you obviously are…amateur. And I wanted Sonny out with the minimum of fuss. I now need to go and tell Sonny’s friend. And that means there’ll be a lot of fuss. A lot. You’d best get yourself back and start building those barricades.’

      She opened the door. ‘I’ll call you later, Mister Malloy.’

      ‘Okay. That call had better be to tell me that Sonny’s out.’ He watched her in the mirror. The swagger had gone. She walked staring at the ground. She turned and came toward the car again. Eddie rolled the window down. ‘Don’t try to follow me,’ she said.

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘I’ll be checking.’

      ‘I won’t follow you. No need.’

      She turned away, moving faster this time and resuming her toughness once back in the car with an aggressive, wheel-spinning reverse. Eddie waited. Mave popped up by the open window and shouted ‘Boo!’

      He smiled.

      ‘You didn’t even flinch,’ she said.

      ‘Mave, the best bet of the week was that you’d do that. Get in and tell me about your day.’
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      After the long drive back to Mave’s house, Eddie made tea and sandwiches. Mave cared little for doing anything unless technology was involved. Eddie brought a tray of stuff to her desk and pulled up a chair. She always worked in the gloom, a short desk lamp shone for Eddie’s benefit only. On her PC screen, she zoomed in on a map of the UK with a single tiny red light animation flashing in the West Midlands.

      ‘You got it?’ Eddie asked.

      ‘Looks like Chaddesley Corbett.’

      ‘There’s a point to point meeting there. Martin Tate’s old yard’s close by.’

      She closed in and switched to Google Earth and they spiralled down from space to a house lying in about three acres at the bottom of a dead end lane just off the A448. Two vehicles were in the picture, neither one the Range Rover that Mave had stuck a tracker on.

      ‘Could be their place,’ Eddie said, ‘or just some safe house where they’re holding Sonny. Can you find out who lives there?’

      ‘If it’s changed hands in the last ten years or so, it’ll have been on the Internet. Once I’ve got the address and postcode, I can find out who owns it.’

      ‘Crack on.’

      

      The redhead rang at ten-forty and the recording app Mave had put on Eddie’s phone kicked in. ‘You call your friend and tell him if he wants to see Sonny again, we’d better
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