

  	
	    
	      Also by joe mcnally

	    

      
	    
          
	      The Eddie Malloy series

          
        
          
	          Warned Off

          
        
          
	          Hunted

          
        
          
	          Running Scared

          
        
          
	          The Third Degree

          
        
          
	          Dead Ringer

          
        
          
	          Aim High

          
        
          
	          Wild Horses

          
        
          
	          For Your Sins

          
        
          
	          Bet Your Life

          
        
          
	          Blood Ties

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at joe mcnally’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


  
    
      Dead Ringer

    

    
      
        Joe McNally

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2018 by Joe MCNALLY

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      For Margy with love

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Acknowledgements

        

        
          Author’s note

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        
          Chapter 28

        

        
          Chapter 29

        

        
          Chapter 30

        

        
          Chapter 31

        

        
          Chapter 32

        

        
          Chapter 33

        

        
          Chapter 34

        

        
          Chapter 35

        

        
          Chapter 36

        

        
          Chapter 37

        

        
          Chapter 38

        

        
          Chapter 39

        

        
          Chapter 40

        

        
          Chapter 41

        

        
          Chapter 42

        

        
          Chapter 43

        

        
          Chapter 44

        

        
          Chapter 45

        

        
          Chapter 46

        

        
          Chapter 47

        

        
          Chapter 48

        

        
          Chapter 49

        

        
          Chapter 50

        

        
          Chapter 51

        

        
          Chapter 52

        

        
          Chapter 53

        

        
          Chapter 54

        

        
          Chapter 55

        

        
          Chapter 56

        

        
          Chapter 57

        

        
          Chapter 58

        

        
          Chapter 59

        

        
          Chapter 60

        

        
          Chapter 61

        

        
          Chapter 62

        

        
          Chapter 63

        

        
          Chapter 64

        

        
          Chapter 65

        

        
          Chapter 66

        

        
          Chapter 67

        

        
          68. Aim High - Chapter Three

        

      

      
        
          Thank you

        

      

    

    


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgements

          

        

      

    

    
      My partner in crime-writing for more than twenty years, Richard Pitman, retired in 2013. Richard’s hard work turned my first poor attempt at a manuscript, Warned Off, into something Hodder & Stoughton were willing to publish. We’ve been writing together since although Richard, for some time now, has been urging me to strike out on my own.

      Richard, as a top jockey, was a boyhood hero of mine. You can imagine then how much our partnership has meant to me. Very few are lucky enough to work with one of their heroes. Our idols can often turn out to have feet of clay. Not Richard. I’ve never known him deny help or a favour to anyone. Not long after his sixty-ninth birthday, Richard became an altruistic kidney donor.

      Some lucky person is now living life anew, thanks to the selflessness and kindness of a very fine man.

      Thanks Richard. I shall miss you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s note

          

        

      

    

    
      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.

      

      Bonus Chapters

      For those who monitor the percentage read progress guide on their eReader, please be aware that the first three chapters of book seven, Aim High, immediately follow the end of Blood Ties

    

  


  
    
      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.netok.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      We were turning toward the straight at Ascot for the last time. I was crouched on a veteran steeplechaser swinging my whip, talking to him, urging him on through the cold blinding rain in pursuit of three others. The ground was like pudding and the brown horse below me plodded on as he’d been doing each winter for nine years. We had no chance of winning, but he kept going. His name was Excalibur. I reckoned he had cleared more than seven hundred fences in his life.

      Excalibur had long ago mastered the art of efficient jumping, spending minimum time in flight, battle-scarred belly brushing through black birch, empty scrotum ensuring painless contact, at the price of castration when still a colt, condemned by his lack of speed never to mount a mare.

      On we went.

      Three to jump in the gathering gloom, then a wash-down for the old gelding and a shower for me. His horsebox would carry him home to a familiar, welcoming stall. I faced an hour’s drive to an empty house, though no less comforting for that.

      Weary, winnerless and wondering what to do in the two-day break before Christmas, I got into the car and took my phone from the glove-box. New rules on integrity banned jockeys from using mobile phones on racecourse premises. Some of the lads carried them anyway. I preferred to leave mine locked up. My history made it vital for me to be above suspicion. I minimized risks where I could.

      Three voicemails waited. The last one was from Jimmy Sherrick. He sounded anxious. I called him.

      ‘Jimmy’

      ‘Eddie.’ He was on hands-free.

      ‘Any luck today?’ I asked. He’d been riding at Haydock, two hundred miles north of Ascot. ‘Waste of time, Eddie. Two rides. Two losers. You?’

      ‘I can beat you. Three rides, three losers. The best that can be said is that I’m going to be home a hell of a lot quicker than you are.’

      ‘I’ll be taking it easy. No point bursting my balls to get back. Traffic is shit as usual.’

      ‘You okay? Your voicemail sounded a bit edgy.’

      ‘Nah, things aren’t right. I wanted to talk to you.’

      ‘I’m about to head home. I can put this on hands-free.’

      He didn’t answer. I thought we’d lost the connection. ‘Jimmy?’

      ‘Eddie, I’m chucking it with Bayley. I wanted you to know first, since you got me the job.’

      ‘What’s up?’ Jimmy had been riding for Bayley Watt for the last three seasons, and the new season wasn’t that old.

      ‘Ahh, things just aren’t right. I had a call last night from the Racing Post asking if I’d do one of these interviews for the Sunday edition. You know the usual crap, what’s your favourite horse and all this?’

      ‘An honour.’ I joked.

      ‘They must be well short of subjects to be phoning me. Anyway, one of the questions is “How would you like to be remembered?”, and that’s what decided me.’

      ‘What, you’d like to be remembered as a guy who packed in the best job he’s ever had?’

      ‘There’s jobs and jobs. You know that. Every man has his price, so they say, but look, I’ll tell you about it over a drink. All I’ll say now is that you really need to think about things if Bayley offers you anything. Come over for a bite tomorrow.’

      We arranged to meet at Jimmy’s place next evening.

      Jimmy was a bit like the old gelding Excalibur. He’d been around for years, plodding through his career in the lower half of the jockeys’ table. In his forties now, Jimmy was a grinder; a reliable, workaday jockey whose dreams of stardom ended as mine were beginning. One of the things that had affected his career was the time he saved my life.

      He got a lot of praise for that, but a few whisperers questioned his “commitment” at a crucial time for him - heartless bastards.

      Jimmy threw a big race to help me.

      I was just nineteen and still claiming. Young professional jockeys start their career with a weight allowance which is supposed to offset their experience. The more winners they ride, the smaller the allowance they can claim until the allowance is ‘ridden out’.

      I was still claiming five pounds on the day of the fall. This meant the horse I was riding didn’t have to carry the ten stone eight pounds the handicapper had allotted; my claim reduced that to ten stone three. This was in a big race at Kempton. Prize money to the winner was forty grand, which was a lot fourteen years ago.

      I was a bold young buck, throwing horses at fences with a belief in my timing and talent that far outstripped caution and experience. Death seemed centuries away.

      My mount was a front-runner. Some horses just like to lead, he was one. But another horse, a grey, took us on from the start that day and I stupidly pitched myself into a “oh no you don’t” battle right from the off.

      In front of the packed grandstands, I called on my horse for a big jump, hoping to dishearten the grey. My mount did all he could but I’d asked him up way too soon and he smashed into the fence, front legs piercing the black birch two thirds of the way down, chest hitting the top of it, spine flexing as his back end tried to continue at thirty miles an hour. They told me the final somersault was spectacular; firing me out of the saddle like a missile, head first, straight into a blackout.

      I was young. So were the two medics who came to help. I’d stopped breathing. They figured out I’d swallowed my tongue but my jaw had locked. They told me afterward that they’d been frantic and scared trying to get my mouth open. The man admitted to crying in fear and frustration, and the woman, his colleague, was trying to calm him as well as help me. All this while the race continued. Fourteen runners were on their way toward us and the finish. Seven tons of horseflesh travelling at thirty miles an hour.

      But the fence I lay in front of, the second last in the race, had been dolled off with markers to warn the jockeys and send them round the wing. Jimmy Sherrick turned into the straight well clear on the chestnut mare whose name I can’t recall. As he galloped past the dolled-off fence he looked across and saw the medics struggling, the man crying, my face going blue. And he did something unheard of. He pulled his horse up. Jimmy sacrificed the race by stopping and turning back to jump off and land beside us. He knew what had happened and he pushed the crying medic away with such force the man rolled underneath the white rails. Then Jimmy punched me hard on the side of my jaw.

      Unlocked.

      The female medic reached and hooked my tongue out of my airway.

      I sat up to see the horse I’d been riding cropping grass on the infield. He was okay, and so was I.

      An anonymous donor sent Jimmy the money he would have earned from his percentage of the prize money. Jimmy made the international news bulletins. But at the end of the season his contract with that trainer was not renewed and Jimmy found himself drifting to the edges, freelancing, scrabbling for rides.

      When I recovered, I’m ashamed to say that I didn’t do half enough to try and help Jimmy Sherrick. Oh, I thanked him, posed for pictures, bought him champagne, offered him a holiday abroad. Material stuff thrown his way by a cocky kid on the road to the top; to being Champion Jockey at the age of twenty-one. Too busy playing the big star to stop and think and help a man who loved race riding as much as I did. A man who’d wanted to succeed, as I did. A man who had not lost perspective, or his sense of humanity.

      I’d lost mine.

      I remember asking myself, if the positions had been reversed, would you have sacrificed that race to save Jimmy Sherrick?

      No.

      My arrogance and self-perceived “professionalism” persuaded me that I should be proud of that answer. When fate took its revenge on me by way of a frame-up in doping allegations which got me warned off, I had five years in the wilderness to reflect on what a prick I had been after Jimmy Sherrick saved my life.

      When I finally regained my licence, seven years ago, Jimmy was still clinging on. He was working the fringes, riding the slow horses, the poor jumpers, the heart-breakers and soul-eaters who trailed home in the dying wake of winners, passing the post as the stands emptied, banished to a blind world where nobody watched anymore.

      Older, sorrier, wiser, I had tried to do for Jimmy what I should have done all those years ago.

      When I couldn’t take a ride, Jimmy was always the guy I suggested as a sub. Any owners I met, I’d talk Jimmy up. ‘There’s nobody better, believe me. Jimmy’s experience can’t be bought.’

      ‘He’s an old man. Past it.’

      ‘Don’t you believe it. He’s tough and as fit as he ever was.’

      When Bayley Watt offered me the job of stable jockey, I’d persuaded him to give it to Jimmy Sherrick. OK, perhaps that was no great sacrifice. Bayley was just a permit trainer, restricted to training horses owned by himself and immediate family, but he’d had some good animals over the years. This had been his best start to a season. He had fewer than a dozen horses but he’d already won some good prizes, and looked set to break his own records.

      That’s what made Jimmy’s decision so puzzling. Christmas was days away. A hell of a time to give up security and good horses.

      As I passed Jimmy’s dark house on the way home, I considered calling on him later that night rather than waiting twenty four hours. I slowed and stopped close by to consider the options. He had two hundred miles to travel. I knew that once I reached home I’d be reluctant to come back out. I drove on. Tomorrow night would do. Even my curiosity could hold out that long.

      I suspected Jimmy had simply had enough of Bayley Watt. The trainer could be eccentric. He’d tried a few crazy schemes to improve horses. Maybe he’d just worn Jimmy out with them. Jimmy was forty four, a man of routine. He didn’t like surprises. I smiled as I pulled into my driveway, already looking forward to Jimmy’s story.

      But I never got to hear it.

      When I called on Jimmy next evening, I found him hanging from a rusty chain, looped through the rafters in his cellar. A wooden chair lay on its side and his body, lit by a bare bulb, was still swinging.
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      Jimmy’s next-of-kin was his father, Jim. His first-of-kin really, I thought as I watched the old man by the graveside. Short and slight like his dead son, a thick black coat engulfed him, protecting his pallid skin from the icy wind. His boots shone black in the snow. He looked on grimly as six jockeys fed purple cords through fingers that would normally be slipping reins on this last day of December. The lads lowered Jimmy into the ice-fringed hole and let the cords drop, knots drumming on the coffin lid. Mister Sherrick had wanted Jimmy buried before the new year began.

      The cold snap had wiped out racing since Boxing Day, although there was a benefit in the freeze. Empty changing rooms and deserted racetracks meant all Jimmy’s friends could be here. Most accepted Mister Sherrick’s invitation back to the hotel to “celebrate Jimmy’s life”. But suicide and celebration are hard things to reconcile. And jockeys anticipating a quick resumption of racing dared not delve into the buffet, so it was a subdued affair, ending with empty goodbyes and full platters.

      That night, at home, I went into the garden, leaving the door wide open behind me and the TV volume on high so I could hear the bells ring the dead year out over the frosty woods. I felt the old familiar tingle of hope in this thirty-third winter of my life.

      Renewal.

      Since childhood the thought of new days, new months, new years, new horses, new chances, had kept me going.

      Lambourn village lay a mile north across the fields. I heard faraway music and laughter, and I silently told the party goers to enjoy everything while they could.

      Perversely, I sat in the sun house, an expensive wooden hexagon I’d persuaded myself I’d use in my ‘new life’. That life was supposed to have begun more than two years before when I’d found this piece of land and decided, finally, to try to put down roots.

      I’d stumbled on the place by accident, out running one morning. Boredom steered me off my usual route, down a lonely road past a beautiful old Manor house then onward downhill, the tarmac giving way to a rutted track falling steeply, enticing me into a dancing hurtle as I dodged holes and jutting stones, my feet reacting almost before my brain, trying to keep me upright as adrenaline and gravity drew me down down down.

      The hill gave out, though I needed a wooden gate to stop me, arms reaching for the top bars then a bump and a slump and panting laughter and relief that I hadn’t broken a leg in the mad plunging run.

      And when my breathing calmed I stood upright and turned slowly, surveying this pocket of greenery in the fold of three small hills, deep woods on two sides. Something made me hold my breath…and I heard silence.

      Don’t let anyone tell you that silence can’t be heard. It can. Perhaps above all else it can. Pure. Clean. Peaceful. And for the first time in my life I knew I was home.

      It took eighteen months of planning, saving, borrowing, paperwork and meetings. In February the money ran out and I recalled standing again at that gate, looking at the concrete foundations, but knowing that everything was going to be all right. And my mother made it all right. She died.

      My father had died the year before and I had hoped his death would free her, that the ragged ruined strands of the supposed bond between mother and child could somehow be re-tied. But his memory and her guilt had done too much damage. The dry words in her will offered the only recompense she could find: “To our surviving son, Edward, we bequeath our share in Keelkerry Stud.”

      Surviving son. A final barb.

      The other shareholder in the stud, my sister Marie, was living there. She offered to buy out my share and I told her she could have it for nothing.

      ‘Why?’ Marie asked, ‘You’re entitled to half the value.’

      ‘Because it’s blood money.’

      ‘Don’t be stupid, Eddie, for God’s sake! It was her way of trying to make everything right.’

      ‘I’ve found the place I want to live. I don’t want to build it with their money, not a brick of it.’

      Marie and I had seen little of each other over the years, and we’d had a bitter fallout over her son, Kim. Last year she had spurned him for a second time, and Kim had come to live with me and Laura, the woman I’d believed was finally the woman. But faced yet again with the intimacies of life as a ‘partner’, with meeting the expectations of a loved one, the cracks in the foundations of my personality could not withstand the strain.

      We broke up.

      Marie, motherless and alone in that big house, suddenly decided she did want her son back in her life. So Kim, a noble boy, did the selfless thing and went to live with her. He’d never admit that he’d seen it as a duty. But we’d known, he and I. Only Marie seemed oblivious of the fact.

      I saw Kim from time to time, but it was painful for us. We’d formed a strong bond, and it was he who’d consoled me with promises that one day we would all be together again. And he had cut through my cynicism. I believed him. He was thirteen, and more mature than his mother and his uncle put together.

      But all of that had made me more ruthless in my desire for a fresh start, dependent on no one, determined to reject an inheritance that would have tied me forever to my father. And Marie, at least, had known me well enough to realize it wasn’t worth arguing. We agreed that she’d lend me enough to finish the bungalow.

      That’s how far forward I had planned; a bungalow. No stairs. Nothing to hinder battered arthritic joints if I reached retirement age. I’d learn to relax, I told myself, do some gardening, sit in the sun house reading on summer evenings.

      I’d known, of course, that the aptitude for relaxation had always eluded me. But this, this renewal, this home I had built would change things, wouldn’t it?

      I smiled as I sat swilling whiskey round my glass, trying to make it reach the rim without looping out. I’d spent no more than an hour in this sun house since I’d bought it, and here I was in the freezing darkness, the snow pale on the lawn except for the yellow rectangle lit from the picture window.

      Oh, yes, that window was to be another relaxation outlet; my view of nature, of wildlife. I drank and washed the whiskey round my mouth, thinking back to the spring, to my mother’s funeral. I stood at the grave, soil and turf barely settled over my father when they’d carved it open once more for his wife.

      With both parents below me, I was conscious of taking a step forward in the mortality line, one rank closer to death.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      I lay awake in the dead silence. Since finding him hanging, I’d been unable to wipe the image, to blink it from my mind’s eye. Anytime my thoughts were unoccupied, he came back. I even had a name for him now: Swinging Jimmy.

      Swinging Jimmy. It wasn’t meant to belittle him or his memory, it was just that he was with me so often, my mind had found a way of welcoming him. Not as a ghoulish suicide, but as a relaxed, peaceful, gently swinging Jimmy.

      His body had been warm. I’d lifted him, half over my shoulder. Rust flakes from the chain fell into my hair.

      I’d kept saying his name. He had wet himself and it seeped into my shirt. Supporting him with my right arm, I’d managed to pull my phone out with my left hand, intent on holding him up until an ambulance arrived. But there was no mobile signal in the cellar.

      I had made myself count out a minute in silence, holding my breath to try and hear Jimmy’s. I clutched his wrist, seeking a pulse. Nothing.

      I let him go and ran upstairs to make the call and when I returned he was swinging in a small circle. I sat in his dangling shadow cast from the cobwebbed light-bulb, and when the police arrived I turned away, not wanting to see strangers work Jimmy through the cold practicalities of release.

      A uniformed policeman, Sergeant Middleton, took my statement. I told him Jimmy had asked to see me, although I didn’t know why.

      ‘Were you close friends?’

      ‘Not really. We’d known each other a long time, and I saw him two or three days a week on the racecourse, but we didn’t socialize.’

      ‘So you’ve no idea what he wanted to talk to you about?’

      ‘He told me he was packing his job in. I’d helped get him it and I think he might have wanted to explain his reasons.’

      ‘In what way did you help him get the job?’

      I told him how Jimmy had saved my life fourteen years ago. ‘I owed him.’

      He nodded, finishing his notes. He got me to check and sign them. ‘Is this a formal statement then?’

      ‘For now.’ I might need to ask more questions in the next few days.’

      

      After New Year’s day breakfast, I looked at the satellite picture of the UK on my PC.

      White.

      Sixty racecourses buried under snow and frost. I should have been on the road to Cheltenham for two rides, but my workplace was snowbound. The weathermen promised no relief in the coming days.

      I put on my running gear and headed into the woods, imagining myself alone on the planet, breaking new ground through the whiteness. A mercenary thought crept in. I’d probably get the rides back for Bayley Watt’s yard now that Jimmy was gone.

      Bayley had offered me that position as stable jockey along with a small cash retainer. I could have used the job and the money. But balancing things on my imaginary scales, I found my wallet outweighed by my conscience.

      Jimmy was clinging by his fingertips at the time. He’d split with his wife and was just trying to handle each day as it came. He’d needed the job more than I did, although he hadn’t known it was on offer.

      I persuaded Bayley to take him instead of me and they’d done okay together.

      I crunched on rhythmically through the snow, trying to recall what Jimmy had said about warning me to be careful if Bayley Watt made an offer. I’d wait a day or two, then ring Bayley. Or maybe a week. For decency’s sake.
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      On the afternoon of January 3rd, my phone lit up with an unknown number. It was Jimmy Sherrick’s father. He sounded surprisingly strong, given how frail he’d looked at the funeral. ‘Eddie, I got your number from Jimmy’s diary. I’m at his house trying to sort out his stuff. He left a letter for you.’

      ‘Oh.’ I searched for something to say.

      He said, ‘Do you want me to drop it in? You’re not far away, are you?’

      ‘I’m not, no. Ten minutes. But I can come to you. You’ll have enough to do.’

      ‘I’d… I’d rather be on my own here until this is done, if you know what I mean. No offence. It’s a bit…hard.’

      ‘Sure. Fine. I understand. Do you want to ring when you’re leaving and I’ll give you directions?’

      Mister Sherrick arrived as dusk fell. His hand was cold, the skin loose and thin. ‘Come in. The kettle is on, or I can offer you something stronger.’

      He wiped snow from his shiny black boots. ‘Tea would be fine. Heat me up. You’re well tucked away down here, eh?’

      We settled at the kitchen table, the room warmed by the stove and the bright lights. Mister Sherrick kept his jacket on. He wore a brown suit, black tie tight to his shirt collar. I knew from my childhood that the schedule of mourning was important to his generation. He took a pale blue envelope from his pocket and handed it to me.

      “E. Malloy”. Business-like. I could imagine Jimmy sitting alone, putting his affairs in order. We should all have done it by now, but jockeys, who have less chance than many of living out their full years, are no more disciplined than the rest.

      Mister Sherrick watched me. I didn’t know the protocol for this. Maybe there wasn’t one. ‘Should I open it now?’

      He shrugged, open-armed and said. ‘I read mine at the house.’

      How many letters had Jimmy written? I opened it. One sheet of paper, neat, symmetrical writing in blue pen.

      

      Dear Eddie,

      I’d been meaning to talk to you for a while. If you’re reading this, then I probably never got round to it. Don’t think too badly of me. I was just trying to come with a late run. I doubt I’d ever have got up, and the stewards would have taken it away from me anyway.

      Life is short. Health is precious. Spend no time trying to make your mark, because we will all be forgotten.

      Best

      Jimmy

      

      Folding it I said, ‘Sad. I wish I’d known he’d been struggling so badly.’ I told Mister Sherrick about the job offer from Bayley Watt and how I felt Jimmy would have been better suited to it. He nodded. ‘Did he mention suicide in the letter?

      ‘No. He didn’t.’ I felt obliged to hold the page out to him. He palmed it away with a raised hand. ‘No. No. Thank you. I don’t doubt your word. There was nothing in mine either. If only he’d given me some clue.’ He bowed his head.

      ‘You’re not responsible for what Jimmy did, Mister Sherrick.’

      He said, ‘I’d thought at first it was a cry for help gone wrong. He knew you were coming to see him and I believe his body was still warm when you found him and, well I just kind of thought he’d tried to time things so you’d get there to save him. But the police told me he took cyanide too.’

      ‘Cyanide?’

      He nodded sadly. ‘He was quite thorough, Jimmy. Attended to detail. He was the same when he was a boy.’

      ‘Jeez, where would he get cyanide?’

      He shrugged again and looked toward the stove. I watched his watery, bloodshot eyes. He turned to me and said, ‘They asked if I wanted to listen to the message he left. The suicide message.’

      ‘The note?’

      ‘A note, I suppose, but he didn’t write it. He recorded it. The police found it on his computer and on a, what did they call it, some kind of stick, a computer thing.’

      ‘A memory stick?’

      ‘That was it. I told them I didn’t want to know what was on it. They offered me the memory stick anyway, said I didn’t have to play it but that it was part of Jimmy’s belongings. I told them to keep it.’

      I nodded, ‘Probably best, Mister Sherrick.’ I could understand him not wanting to hear it but I wanted to, because the voice on it would not belong to Jimmy Sherrick. A murder message, maybe, but not suicide.
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      On January 4th the racing world was still hibernating. I waited alone in what the female PC who led me there had called the ‘green room’ in Newbury police station.

      The door opened and Sergeant Middleton came in dressed in a short-sleeved white shirt and navy trousers. When I’d first met him in Jimmy Sherrick’s cellar, he’d been burlier and more serious, though I realized now that he wore no uniform jacket or high vis waterproof. No need in here for a stab vest.

      He held out his hand and I stood to shake it. ‘Thanks for seeing me at short notice.’

      ‘That’s okay. All quiet on the western front. Sit down, please.’ We sat facing each other. ‘You mentioned Jimmy Sherrick?’

      ‘I saw his father yesterday. He told me Jimmy had left a suicide message on his PC.’

      He looked at me; no doubt weighing up the wisdom of confirming then realizing he could hardly imply Mister Sherrick had been lying. ‘That’s right,’ he said.

      ‘And he saved a copy on a memory stick?’

      He nodded slowly, his look keener now.

      ‘Jimmy couldn’t even send a text. He was a technophobe, a digital dyslexic.’

      He hesitated then said, ‘How do you know that?’

      ‘It was a standing joke in the weighing room.’ He seemed puzzled. I said, ‘The weighing room’s where we all head for. It’s where we get weighed before riding in a race then weighed again when we come back in to make sure we haven’t dumped a stone of lead in the water jump. The jockey’s changing room is inside the weighing room.’

      He nodded. ‘Go on. About the texting.’

      ‘Let me give you an example. About two weeks ago we were all laughing when Bill Kittinger came in and told us he’d sent Jimmy a text that morning and, for the first time ever, Jimmy had responded. He put “OK”. Bill sent him another one saying “Who taught you to text?”. A minute later Bill’s phone rang. It was Jimmy. He said “Bill, I can only do OK so I had to call you.”‘

      The sergeant thought about it then said, ‘Some people claim to be technophobes just to make themselves stand out these days.’

      ‘Jimmy wasn’t like that. There was only one side to him. What you saw was what you got. A few of us had tried to teach him how to text but he just couldn’t grasp it. Somebody brought in a laptop a few months back to show him how to use email and look at the Racing Post website.’

      ‘Maybe he developed from there?’

      I shook my head. The sergeant said, ‘Well he developed enough to order cyanide online.’

      I looked at him and waited. He said, ‘We checked his PC and found the confirmation email and receipt for payment.’

      ‘How did he pay?’

      ‘Debit card.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Certain. Why?’

      ‘Because all he used his card for was to withdraw money. Jimmy paid cash. He used to warn anybody who said they’d ordered stuff online that they’d end up in a fraud case.’

      ‘Give me a minute,’ he said, and went out. He returned with a black memory stick and thirty seconds later I was listening to Jimmy’s voice.

      “Every day I hurt from old injuries and from old memories. Something happens to a man when he turns forty. I’ve seen too many sad people. I don’t want to be one of them. I want to make extra sure. That’s why I did it this way. Hanging? It’s no certainty. Goodbye.”

      Sergeant Middleton watched me. ‘Would you agree that is Mister Sherrick’s voice?’

      ‘It sounds like him.’

      ‘It is him. We compared it with two interviews he did on TV.’ He checked his notes. ‘The forensic speech analyst we use classified it a five, the highest score, which expresses as, “Exceptionally distinctive - the possibility of this combination of features being shared by other speakers is considered to be remote”‘.

      ‘How remote?’

      ‘Enough to convince ninety nine percent of judges and juries, I’d say.’

      ‘Sergeant, interview some of the guys who worked with him. To make that recording Jimmy would need to have downloaded software, installed it, and learned how to use it… just to record a suicide note, which he’d then go to the trouble of saving on a memory stick so it was easily found?’

      ‘That’s what we’re left with, evidence. Add it to the fact he hanged himself and took a cyanide pill and ask yourself what the man in the street would say about the police if we came to any other conclusion.’

      I nodded. ‘Fair point. But I still think it’s the wrong conclusion.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Look, I’m not going to say Jimmy wasn’t the type to commit suicide, he might well have been. We weren’t bosom buddies, but I knew him pretty well. I told you in my statement how he was unhappy riding for Bayley Watt.’

      ‘You should speak to his father about this. He says Jimmy never really got over the break-up of his relationships. He was in pain much of the time. There’s more I could tell you but it wouldn’t be right to. I’ve seen his medical notes. Why do you believe he didn’t commit suicide?’

      ‘I don’t necessarily believe he didn’t. I came here ready to bet that wasn’t Jimmy’s voice on the tape but it sounds exactly like him. I just don’t know how he did it, made the recording I mean. And I still don’t think he did.’

      ‘Sometimes people just aren’t what they seem. The longer you’ve known them, the bigger the shock can be.’

      I took out the letter Jimmy had left for me and passed it over. ‘Jimmy’s father found this yesterday.’

      He read it. ‘Sad.’

      ‘It is. But what do you think of it, as a policeman, I mean?’

      ‘In what way?’

      ‘Forget the content, look at it. Check the date. Draw a conclusion about what kind of person would have written it.’

      He looked at it, turned it over, placed it flat on the desk. ‘Neat handwriting, even, unhurried. I’d say somebody fairly meticulous, a person who liked to plan things, keep control, somebody who didn’t like surprises.’

      ‘Jimmy wrote that for me more than four months ago. He wrote one for his father and a few other people, though you’d need to ask Mister Sherrick about that.’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘Why didn’t Jimmy leave recordings for us? Or a nicely typed note? Why would he take the trouble to record a suicide message when he could have written it in less than a minute?’

      ‘Good question. I don’t know the answer.’ He picked up the letter. ‘What is this about the stewards taking it away from him? Any idea?’

      ‘It’s just an expression. The stewards are judge and jury in racing. If they decide you’ve broken the rules in a race, they can disqualify you; take the race away from you.’

      ‘Could Mister Sherrick have been hinting at something there?’

      ‘I don’t know. He’d had a few personal problems and they might have been coming to a head around the time he wrote that. He’s obviously low, and trying to make plans, but there’s no direct mention of suicide, and even if that was his intent, there can’t be many who’d wait four months after writing it. Not if they were serious.’

      ‘I think it’s best if I take another statement from you. I need to pass this to the CID.’

      On the way home I tried to talk myself out of this. Most of my troubles in the past few years had arisen because I couldn’t walk away from something that was eating me. Without a fair bit of luck, my pride and pig-headedness could have got me killed.

      And here I was, back on the same merry-go-round with the hanging corpse of Swinging Jimmy.
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      I rose at daybreak feeling irritable, edgy, indecisive. My bedroom window framed the dark wooded hill. Acres of snow told of unchanged temperatures and barren racetracks. The bedroom was warm, the bathroom chilly and I talked to myself under the shower and I talked to myself out of the shower, trying to decide what to do about Jimmy.

      After breakfast I rang Bayley Watt. ‘Bayley, Eddie Malloy. How are you?’

      ‘Eddie, hello. I’m,..I’m all right. How are you?’

      ‘Bored shitless in the snow.’

      ‘We’ll not be seeing much racing this week. That’s global warming for you.’

      ‘Global freezing, more like. You busy?’

      He hesitated. ‘Always busy with eight horses. You know how it is when you’re a one-man-band.’

      ‘I’d be happy to come over and help out. I’m doing nothing here. Only take me half an hour to reach you.’

      ‘Best not chance it, Eddie. Plenty folk getting stuck in the snow round this way.’

      ‘I’ve got a four wheel drive now. I’ll get through.’

      ‘Nah, I’ll be fine, honestly, be done by noon.’

      ‘How about me buying you lunch then?’

      ‘Maybe some other time Eddie, thanks.’

      ‘Listen Bayley, I need to speak to you about Jimmy. Something’s come up.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Best talk face to face, I think.’

      ‘Okay. Well, let me sort a few things out. I’ll call you later.’

      ‘Fine. Speak to you then.’

      A nervous man.

      Watt surprised me by calling back within twenty minutes, inviting me to his place for a ride-out in the snow.

      

      Mounted, we left Watt’s yard on a track past the barn, cracking the blue-white crust around old hoof prints. ‘Where are we going?’ I asked.

      ‘I thought we’d just hack around the roads for an hour.’

      ‘Look,’ I said, pointing south across snow-covered farmland dotted with copses. Bayley stopped and looked toward the ancient Ridgeway path, Britain’s oldest road set on a chalk ridge once walked by Prehistoric man. ‘Let’s head for the Ridgeway,’ I said, ‘It’ll be like walking across a Christmas card.’

      ‘A Christmas card with gates. You can undo them.’

      ‘Fine.’

      Bayley expertly unlatched his gate without dismounting and I went through. A mile to the south, a hundred metres above lay our destination. I rode a bony, angular iron-grey called Sam Stone. He wasn’t much to look at, but had a decent engine. I’d won on him at Stratford not long after my comeback.

      We’d gone less than a hundred yards at a slow walk when Sam Stone jinked suddenly sideways, dropping me in the snow. Bayley heard me curse and turned, hands on the pommel of his big western saddle. ‘Well, it’s early in the year, but I think you’ve easily won the most embarrassing unseated rider award.’

      I got up, dusting myself down. Instinctively, I’d kept hold of the reins, but my horse was still jittery, rolling his eyes till the whites showed. ‘Hey, take it easy.’ I talked softly, trying to calm him but he backed off ten paces before I could settle him enough to climb back on board. I looked at Bayley. ‘You’ll dine out on this one for a while. What the hell’s up with him?’

      ‘Doesn’t care for getting cold feet, I suppose. Maybe the road would have been the better route.’

      All this without raising a smile from Bayley. If it had happened among jockeys, they’d have been falling off their own mounts with laughter.

      I knew little about this horse, other than how he was in a race. This was a reminder for me that jockeys only saw the finished product and sometimes forgot about all the prep work that’s needed. We stroll into the paddock, jump aboard, ride our race then hand the horse over to the lad who looks after him twenty-four-seven. Or in Bayley Watt’s case, he was the twenty-four-seven man. He had no full time staff.

      Bayley moved alongside me as we crossed the wide white land. ‘Did you never consider all those offers to get a full licence?’ I asked. Watt had always resisted urging from owners to take out a full licence and train horses for other people.

      Shaking his head slowly, he patted his horse’s neck. ‘I couldn’t cope with the hassle. Never have been able to. People believe optimism and confidence and all the gung-ho “Let’s do it!” bollocks is the way to get things done. But I’ll tell you what’s better, knowing your limitations. That’s how you get things done. Know your limitations.’

      I looked at him, at his sagging jawline which hid much of the thin black helmet strap. When I had ridden regularly for him, Watt had always been big and fit. At first glance you might have thought him twenty pounds overweight but he was a big-framed man. Now he seemed smaller, loose-fleshed and chubby, despite burning through calories at what must have been a high rate looking after eight racehorses. ‘You lost weight?’ I asked.

      He glanced down at himself, blue fleece jacket paunching, almost resting on the horn of the old western saddle. ‘A bit, maybe.’

      ‘Dieting?’

      ‘At my age?’

      I smiled. ‘How old are you now?’

      ‘I’ll be fifty six next month.’

      ‘How old do you feel?’

      ‘Seventy fucking six.’

      I laughed. He didn’t. His dark eyes narrowed. Grey hair curled out from the rim of his battered helmet.

      ‘I get those days myself.’ I said.

      We walked on. I turned in the saddle, scanning the land. Nobody out but us. I smiled. ‘Maybe the Indians are watching from the ridge. Spotted that saddle of yours, think you’re the law in these parts.’

      ‘The old Indians knew a lot more about horses than some of the chancers around here,’ he said.

      ‘No doubt.’

      On we went, leather-creak and crunching snow the only sounds.

      After a minute I said, ‘Jimmy’s dad came to see me the other day.’

      I watched my riding partner carefully. He stared ahead, features set but seeming uncertain whether to turn and look at me, unsure if he should speak. ‘Me too,’ he said.

      ‘About the letter?’

      ‘Break your fucking heart.’

      We covered a hundred yards without speaking then Watt said, ‘A week before Jimmy died, I had to tell him he was finished here.’

      I looked at him.

      Watt said, ‘He stared at me like…like I’d told him a firing squad was waiting outside for him. I tried to explain, laid out my reasons which were clear and logical to my mind. But Jimmy just kept staring at me. He never said a word.’

      ‘Did he mention that in his letter?’

      ‘He said he didn’t blame me and that I wasn’t to feel guilty and that he knew he was coming to the end of everything anyway.’

      The horses were climbing more steeply now toward the ridge. I adjusted my balance, leant forward into the slope. Watt stayed loose in his big saddle, resting a hand on the ivory horn, gripping as the horse rocked.

      ‘Did he say what it was that pushed him over the edge?’

      He shook his head. ‘Just said he didn’t want me to feel guilty.’

      ‘But you do?’

      He looked at me. ‘Wouldn’t you?’

      I shrugged. His story was the opposite of Jimmy’s, but I played along
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