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Praise for John Francome’s previous novels:

 

‘The natural successor to Dick Francis’ Irish Times

 

‘His racing thrillers have as much pace as the horses he writes about’ Belfast Telegraph

 

‘Mr Francome is a natural storyteller’ New York Times

 

‘Excellent thriller’ Manchester Evening News

 

‘Pacy racing and racy pacing ... Francome has found his stride as a solo novelist’ Horse and Hound

 

‘Francome has produced his best thriller by far. An action-packed storyline that gallops to a thrilling end ... Likely to get the thumbs-up from Dick Francis’ Racing Post

 

‘Mr Francome adeptly teases to the very end and cleverly keeps a few twists up his sleeve until the closing chapters’  Country Life

 

‘Look out, Dick Francis, here’s Francome riding another winner’ Peterborough Evening Telegraph

 

‘Another cracking horse-racing thriller’ York Evening Press




Chapter One

Barry Mannion looked at his watch. It was eight-thirty on a warm Monday morning in late May, six days before the French Derby. He should have been getting back to his office but, shaking his head to dislodge a lingering hangover, he picked up the local paper and started to flip his way to the racing pages.

Halfway through, a headline caught his eye. He glanced at his employer, Joey Leatham, sitting on the other side of a green cast-iron table in Joey’s garden.

‘Freddie Fielding’s Circus, didn’t you used to work there?’ Barry said in his soft, Tipperary accent.

Until Barry innocently asked the question, Joey had been sitting happily, dealing with his post and the day’s business. Almost ten years had passed since the young jockey had last heard the name mentioned; a period which had helped slowly to numb his conscience without deadening it completely. As he looked up from the letter he was reading, his face showed none of the guilt that flooded into him. ‘Yes. Whatever made you ask that?’

‘They’re mentioned in this rag.’ Barry nodded at the paper.

‘What does it say?’ Joey didn’t want to hear, whatever it was.

Barry chuckled. ‘One of their giraffes escaped and fell into someone’s swimming pool. They’re only over in Cambridge. Did you know?’

News of the giraffe came as a relief. After all this time, Joey was certain no one would come looking for him, but the mere mention of the circus was enough to set his pulse racing.

He managed to smile. ‘They never could keep their animals under control!’ He was aware that his Scouse accent was stronger than usual in his effort to sound unruffled.

Barry didn’t notice. He looked at his watch again. ‘Ah, well, you’ll have your work cut out keeping Isle de Rey under control.’ He dropped the paper on the table and stood up. ‘I’d better get back to the office to ring Zamowski and tell him you’ll take the ride.’

Joey nodded absently. ‘Okay.’

A look of concern came over Barry’s broad, red face. ‘Are you sure now? He is a bit of a monkey?’

Joey nodded again. ‘Yeah. Sure.’

 

As his agent padded away across the velvet turf to his office beside the house, Joey’s throat felt suddenly dry. He closed his eyes to wipe away a vision from his past. The action only made the scene worse - brought it back to haunt him, as vivid now as it had been ten years ago.

He snapped his eyes open and sought reassurance from the timeless view of flat meadowland beyond the brook which burbled along the eastern edge of his garden.

He had woken early to find a bright sun already shafting through the light mist over the water meadows. The weather was unusually hot and when Barry had  arrived, they’d decided to have breakfast outside.

Joey’s black and white springer spaniel, Roger, was flopped at his feet in semi-slumber with a lazy eye on the cereal bowl which would soon come his way - half full if he was lucky.

They were sheltered from the sun by a canopy of dangling yellow laburnum blossom and a row of young poplars. The rustle of tiny silver leaves provided a background to the spring song of thrushes and warblers hidden in the bushes around the finely mown lawn.

Joey pushed back a lock of his curly black hair from his forehead and turned to look at Roger. The animal wagged his shaggy tail and sprang to his feet.

Joey passed his untouched cereal bowl down to the dog, who buried his nose in it with noisy gratitude. He leaned back and wished that the memories of Freddie Fielding’s Circus hadn’t come back to spoil such a perfect morning.

A jay cried loudly in a stand of massive beeches in the corner of the garden. Joey stood up and walked out from under the laburnum. He drew in a lungful of meadow-scented morning air, his nostrils twitching appreciatively. He stretched and absently, almost unconsciously, threw back his arms in a routine exercise.

His well-tanned, hard-muscled figure showed beneath a light cotton shirt, giving the impression of a compact Roman sculpture, with almost implausibly fine features - features which, with his exceptional shortness, looked pretty rather than handsome, and had made him the butt of countless jokes for much of his young life in Liverpool.

Even now, at twenty-eight, his dark, tousled hair and sea-blue eyes set above high cheekbones gave him a look  of guileless innocence which was not entirely false - an attribute which a lot of rivals envied.

Joey finished stretching and stood quite still while his eyes followed a heron flapping up the brook. When the bird had disappeared behind a clump of willows, he gazed around his garden, determined to dispel the sense of foreboding that had descended on him.

After all, he told himself, if he discounted his lack of height, life couldn’t have been better at the moment. He was supremely fit, healthy and good-looking, and for the last two seasons had been one of the most sought-after jockeys in Europe. He had worked hard to get to the top, and he’d been lucky, too. Almost everything he’d touched - or, in his case, sat on - had turned to gold. As a result, he now lived in a beautiful old Suffolk farmhouse, drove a Ferrari Testarossa and owned a new Cessna 800 five-seater plane. He was, by almost any standards, a very wealthy man.

Taking a retainer with Dick Seabourn at Crowle House had been a major decision given the success Joey was already having as a freelance. But the first few months had worked out better than even Barry, the congenital optimist, could have predicted.

Dick’s three-year-olds were on fire and Joey was reaping the benefits. Added to that, his appointment as senior jockey had attracted half a dozen more top-class horses to the yard. He’d already ridden thirty-eight winners that season; they’d had a runner in each of the Guineas and both had been placed. The colt Scaramanga had finished so strongly to take second that he was now favourite to win the Derby in a fortnight’s time. And this morning Barry had announced that Joey was booked to ride Isle de Rey in the French classic, the Prix du Jockey  Club at Chantilly, the following weekend. Joey had never seen the colt race but if Barry had booked it then it was certain to be in with a chance. His agent and mentor from the days when they had been apprentices together was a wizard with the form book.

As he looked down at Roger pushing the empty bowl around the lawn, memories of Fielding’s big top danced across his mind again and led, as they so often did, to bitter-sweet memories of Nina.

Joey wished, not for the first time, that somewhere among the thousands of beautiful women who had paraded past him at racecourses around the world, he could find just one to match her. Nina Korsakov had been very special to him.

For a moment he allowed himself to reminisce, then he shook his head and returned to the comfort of the present. He had no intention of letting a past that held so many unhappy memories spoil anything for him now. Barry returned a few minutes later, by which time Joey had his thoughts back on track.

‘I don’t suppose you’d want another, slightly tricky ride before the French Derby?’ Barry said almost triumphantly. He swayed from side to side in an attempt to disguise his eagerness, then pulled up a chair.

Joey laughed. ‘Why are you so keen?’

‘Listen, Joey, it’s up to you. But this is a horse called Sudden Spin - a six-year-old. He’s been away at stud for the last two seasons.’

Joey nodded. He remembered the horse from the couple of times he’d been sent over to run in England. He’d been a top-class stayer and had won the Gold Cup at Royal Ascot. ‘How come he’s back in training?’

‘I’ve just been talking to Michel Lacroix’s assistant  and according to him, they’d nothing but problems with the horse. To begin with, he wasn’t interested in any of the mares; then he turned the other way and didn’t behave quite like a gentleman. He got so vicious they just couldn’t handle him. Anyway, they decided not to cut him, and to put him back in training for a season or two to see if he calms down a bit.’

‘How’s he done so far?’

‘He hasn’t run yet, but if he starts in one piece, he’ll walk all over the rest of them at Chantilly.’ Barry paused and nodded. ‘And if anyone can get him to the start, it’s you.’

‘I’ll check him out and let you know,’ Joey said. ‘I’m not too keen on blind dates with loonies. You never know what they’ll lead to.’

 

The racing was typically moderate for a Monday, and Joey had taken the day off - the first since early March. He felt that a morning doing nothing would freshen him up. Recharge his batteries. He pottered around the garden while Barry returned to his office to do his job of finding and booking rides for Joey and the four other jockeys he now handled. Joey was pulling some weeds from a bed of roses when he heard the familiar sound of his Range Rover scrunching across the gravel driveway.

Danny Leatham was returning from doing morning stables at Dick Seabourn’s yard. He was looking forward to lunch. He’d been up since five-thirty, mucking out and riding work. Mondays were always harder than any other day of the week because with only half the staff working on Sundays, the stables were never mucked out properly.

He turned the vehicle into a courtyard with the buildings to three sides and parked it next to his brother’s red Ferrari. To either side of him, thatched barns stood at right angles to the corners of the big timber-framed farmhouse. The barn on his left, Joey had converted into a cottage for Danny. The other served as a garage, beneath Barry’s office.

Danny stepped out of the Range Rover and breathed in the quiet air. Until Joey had come along and his riding had taken off, Danny had resigned himself to living in Seabourn’s hostel. Then, he’d shared a room with three other lads and struggled to run a clapped-out Mini. Now, he had a two-bedroomed cottage to himself and the use of either of Joey’s cars. Life for the brothers these days was unrecognisable from their childhood.

He debated for a moment whether to go to his cottage of look for Joey. Making up his mind, he walked towards the sturdy oak front door of the house. He’d find his brother and give him the good news.

Roger spotted Danny’s arrival first and bounded off across the lawn, barking hysterically with a frantic quivering of his body.

Danny fended him off with a laugh. ‘Get down, you soppy bugger.’

The two brothers, handsome in their individual ways, bore little resemblance to one other. As well as being nine inches taller, Danny had a much heavier frame. His hair was fair, where Joey’s was black as coal, and through years of careful eating, Joey’s face had an altogether sharper look. The one feature that might have caused a stranger to connect them was a tiny upturned nose. Their looks were the only thing that their parents had ever given them.

Joey watched his brother walking towards him and wondered why he had come back from Crowle House in the middle of the day. Usually, if he wasn’t at the races with a horse, Danny spent his lunch hour at the pub with the rest of Dick’s lads.

Joey felt a twinge of concern. He’d learned from long experience that his brother was fine so long as he stuck to the routine of his job.

On the occasions - mercifully few - when he succumbed to a bout of gambling or drinking, everything got out of synch for a few days, and Joey would find himself having to make excuses for Danny.

Of course, people were inclined to accept Joey’s apologies, though it made neither brother happy.

But that morning - Joey thought - Danny looked well enough. ‘All right?’ he called over Roger’s noisy greeting. ‘How’s Scaramanga this morning?’

‘If you don’t win the Derby this year, I’ll shag Dick Seabourn’s donkey,’ Danny said confidently, grinning at his own peculiar sense of humour.

Danny looked after Scaramanga and his excitement was because, for the first time that season, the colt had genuinely relaxed while cantering. ‘Normally he’s tugging on the bit and doing more than is necessary but if he settles like he did this morning, he’ll win by a mile! I wish I was riding him.’

Danny often ribbed his younger brother that if he’d been his size, he would have been a top jockey too. He only ever said it in jest, but if he took it too far, Joey was quick to remind him that it had taken only one ride over hurdles to discover that, when it came to a race, Danny just didn’t have the nerve. Despite this, he was an excellent work rider and knew what he was talking about  when it came to judging a horse.

Joey was intrigued to know why Scaramanga had suddenly decided to settle. The colt had been keen since he’d first set a hoof on the Newmarket turf. Danny had done a good job with him, but up until now Scaramanga had never learned to relax completely and wasted valuable energy because of it. ‘So, what do you put that down to?’

Danny held up his hands as if they were pieces of priceless porcelain. ‘You couldn’t buy a pair of these in the shops, Shorty.’

Joey winced. Even now, at the pinnacle of a career where his size was a vital asset, he was still hung up about his height. But he didn’t like his feelings to show, not even to his brother, so he smiled broadly.

Danny spotted the cover-up. He shrugged and said more quietly, ‘I think he must be growing up, that’s all.’ With that he turned and walked towards his cottage, taking Roger with him.

 

Michel Lacroix had been shocked when Sudden Spin had returned from stud at the end of the previous summer.

The horse had always been quite difficult to handle, but as Sudden Spin leaped from the horse-box that delivered him back to Lacroix’s yard in Lamorlaye, the whites of his eyes flashed with an anger that the trainer had not seen in a horse before.

The stallion tugged menacingly on the bridle through an old leather muzzle strapped tightly to his head. He pounded the ground with his hooves, using every ounce of strength he could summon from his huge chestnut frame, and dwarfing the two grooms who struggled to  hold him. ‘Ce cheval est taré!’ the older groom yelled in fear and anger. He yanked the sharp steel bit harshly across the bars of the horse’s mouth and managed to bring him back to his feet and under control.

Michel watched apprehensively as Sudden Spin snorted defiantly through the thick muzzle. The trainer had lived sixty-one years and spent the last fifty-five working with horses. He’d handled probably over two thousand in his time - everything from show-jumpers to trotters - but they could still surprise him. That, he admitted, was sometimes the pleasure and often the frustration of dealing with them.

As the two lads wrestled Sudden Spin across the yard towards his old stable, Michel guessed that getting this horse back on to a racecourse would test his skill to the limit.

He knew from the owner that the horse’s problems had developed while he had been away at stud. It wasn’t unusual for stallions to become aggressive when they covered mares, often kicking and biting them. For that reason, a mare was always protected with thick leather padding. But Sudden Spin had managed to rip off the pad and savage a mare viciously.

Thierry Grazac, the lad in charge of him, had panicked and lost his temper. He had picked up a mash pole and given the stallion such a violent thrashing that one of the other lads had had to drag him out of the covering shed.

As a result, Sudden Spin had become impossible to handle, and Thierry had been sacked. Soon after that, Michel had received a call telling him to expect the horse back at his yard.

Watching him now, nine months later, quietly picking  grass on the lawn beside the house, Lacroix wondered at the transformation.

It had taken over a month before anyone could go into his box without first hooking on a muzzle. But Marlon, the young Turkish lad now standing at the horse’s head, had shown limitless patience with him. He had spent every spare hour talking to him, stroking him until he had begun to gain his confidence. No one but a fool would have trusted the animal completely, but at least he could now be handled more easily.

He was also working better. The year off had allowed him to mature, and he was much stronger.

Lacroix had just heard from Barry Mannion in Newmarket, confirming that Joey Leatham would ride the horse. With the little Englishman on board, he thought, the race at Chantilly would be simple.

 

Two days after Barry had booked Joey’s rides at Chantilly for the following Sunday, he arrived at the house with a videotape of Isle de Rey’s previous races.

He and Joey sat on the sofa in the study and played the tape until Joey felt as though he’d ridden the horse himself. He experienced a moment of sympathy for the young jockey who had ridden him in all his races but who was now sidelined with a broken ankle. The horse had an electric turn of speed and if he was close enough at the furlong pole, Joey doubted anything would be quick enough to go with him. It was also clear from each race that Isle de Rey had a mind of his own.

It was a fact that when people whom Joey had never ridden for contacted him out of the blue, it normally meant they had a talented horse but with a quirk. He knew how to ride a tactical race as well as any other  jockey on the circuit; but it was his reputation for handling the tricky animals that made him a cut above the rest.

However, in the five years that Barry had been his agent, Joey had urged him always to weigh the odds between talent and danger and so far Barry hadn’t let him down.

 

On the morning of the French Derby, Barry had arranged for Joey’s pilot to pick him up in the Cessna 800 on Newmarket racecourse at nine-thirty. The flight to Chantilly would take a little under two hours, which would give Joey plenty of time to walk the course, and to relax before his two rides.

A friend of his who lived in the next village was booked to ride the pacemaker for an English runner. He had rung earlier in the week and asked if Joey could give him a lift to Chantilly. Johnnie Redmond was a good jockey, but wasn’t a winner and would never be top-class. He was good company, though, and Joey had told him he’d be glad to have him on the trip.

Johnnie hadn’t put the phone down at once.

Joey guessed what was coming. Since he’d owned the plane, he’d grown used to people asking outrageous favours.

‘Is Barry coming too?’ Johnnie had asked.

‘No. Why?’

‘Well, I wondered if there’d be room for one more?’

‘Depends who it is.’

‘You don’t know her.’

‘Oh, no,’ Joey said, well aware of Johnnie’s form. ‘Not another of your conquests?’

‘She’s not,’ he said quickly. ‘I’ve never even ... well, I  hardly know her myself. She’s a French girl who wants to get back to Paris. And I just said ...’

‘All right,’ Joey agreed with a laugh. ‘We’ll squeeze her in.’

He had put the phone down wondering what Johnnie had got himself into this time.
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If everyone else was fighting dirty,
could you rise above it?

‘Like Dick Francis... A winner’ Mail on Sunday





