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Ex-National Hunt Champion Jockey John Francome is a broadcaster on racing for Channel 4 and has established himself as one of the front runners in the racing thrillers stakes. He lives in Lambourn, Berkshire.

 

His previous bestsellers have all been highly praised:

 

‘Francome provides a vivid panorama of the racing world ... and handles the story’s twist deftly’ The Times

 

‘Francome can spin a darn good yarn’ Racing Post

 

‘Thrills, twists and turns on and off the racecourse. Convincing and beguiling’ Irish Independent

 

‘Move over Dick Francis, here’s competition’ Me  magazine

 

‘A thoroughly convincing and entertaining tale’ Daily Mail

 

‘The racing feel is authentic and it’s a pacy, entertaining read’ Evening Standard

 

‘Irresistibly reminiscent of the master ... a most readable yarn’ Mail on Sunday

 

‘Thrills to the final furlong ... Francome knows how to write a good racing thriller’ Daily Express

 

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




With thanks to John Selby for his advice




Before

On the last morning of his life Jeff Collins woke from a deep sleep feeling fully rested for the first time in weeks. He reached for his watch on the tea chest that passed for a bedside table. He’d slept for six hours straight. He couldn’t remember when he’d last done that. Not recently, that was for sure. Not since he’d stolen four million Hong Kong dollars from Bernard Shen.

He got dressed and made breakfast. That took all of five minutes. The one-roomed shack an hour out of Melbourne, where he’d been camping for the last few days, offered few amenities. Of course he could have parked himself up at the house with Tim, luxuriating in his own private bathroom and enjoying slap-up meals cooked by Sharon. In fact it had been hard work convincing his former employers that he wanted to rough it out here. He’d made up a load of hooey about getting back to nature which he knew they hadn’t fallen for. They probably thought he was still cocking his leg over the barmaid from the hotel and wanted a bit of privacy. Which was fine by Jeff.

He swallowed the last of his roll - it was stale - and washed it down with a mouthful of instant coffee. He shaved using the cracked mirror over the sink and stepped outside to relieve himself. The day was cool but dry and the rolling green country stretching to the horizon looked inviting. Time for one last ride  out and then he could head for the airport. Another twelve hours and he’d be on the way to England and safety. He couldn’t wait.

 

Glory Days was an uncooperative animal unless you knew him well but Jeff had a soft spot for him. The pair of them had come second in the Ampol Stakes at Flemington two years back - a result that Jeff rated above any of the wins in his career to date. He reckoned he would soon put that minor triumph in the shade, however, once he got a few rides under his belt in England.

As he mounted the big brown gelding and walked him out of the yard, Jeff had a brief vision of what his life was going to be like from now on. He imagined strolling the parade ring at Newmarket, riding a finish at Goodwood, leaping victorious from the saddle at Epsom. He could taste it already. Did all the Pommy women sport crazy hats at the races or was that just on the television? What the hell - it was going to be great. He’d make a name for himself in England and come back to Oz when all this had blown over.

He put a stop to this train of thought. He wasn’t out of the woods yet. The whole of the Far East was Mr Shen’s fiefdom and the Triad hand extended from Hong Kong to Australia with ease. Jeff wouldn’t feel safe till he was on that plane to London.

Nevertheless, as he hacked Glory Days across the field of sheep that backed on to Tim’s yard, he wondered if he wasn’t being paranoid. The fact that he’d slept undisturbed by fear and had dreamt of riding winners in England - maybe this was telling him something. Perhaps Mr Shen hadn’t put the missing Pick Six ticket down to Jeff. Maybe he had simply written off the loss. Shen was running a high-risk business after all - even  if laundering drug money on the racecourse wasn’t exactly legitimate.

Jeff dismounted to open the barbed-wire gate at the bottom of the field. He made sure he’d fastened it behind him after he’d led the horse through. Tim would get it in the neck from the farmer if he let any of the sheep escape.

He allowed Glory Days to amble at his own pace along the unmade track. Underfoot was just compressed earth and rock, full of holes where man or beast could turn an ankle. It was best to let the old horse find his own way. Fortunately the dirt track only ran for half a mile, between a bramble-filled ditch and the barbed-wire fence, before leading to another gate and open country where he could enjoy a canter.

Just before they reached the second gate the track curved round to the right and Jeff was surprised to see a four-wheel-drive vehicle barring the way. A small guy in a golf cap was peering into the boot.

Jeff brought Glory Days to a halt. ‘Got a problem?’ he asked.

The guy in the cap looked up, a jack in his hand. Jeff was alarmed to see that he looked Chinese. ‘Nothing serious,’ he said affably. ‘Just changing a wheel.’

Jeff suppressed his fear. He couldn’t spend the rest of his life avoiding everyone of an Oriental appearance.

He climbed off Glory Days, leading the horse to the gate on the other side of the 4WD.

‘Shall I hold him for you?’ offered the guy with the cap as Jeff reached out to open the gate.

‘Sure.’

‘Nice horse.’ The other man took the reins. He was still holding the jack. ‘You must be Jeff Collins.’

What?

‘Not me, mate,’ Jeff said quickly.

‘Yeah. Sure you are,’ said the other, grinning now. ‘It’s him, isn’t it, Mickey?’

Mickey!

A familiar figure appeared from nowhere. Had he been behind a tree? Crouching in the back of the 4WD? What did it matter?

Mickey Lee was short and stocky; muscles strained against his pastel blue polo shirt and his face was twisted by a bad skin-graft. He didn’t have an official job title in Mr Shen’s organisation. Unofficially, ‘fixer’, ‘enforcer’ and, sometimes, ‘executioner’ summed up his function.

‘Hello, Jeff,’ said Mickey and held out his hand in greeting.

Jeff took it - what else could he do?

‘You left Hong Kong in rather a hurry.’

‘I had to get back to my folks. My mother was ill.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ Mickey was still holding Jeff’s hand, like he’d forgotten to let go. ‘She looked well enough yesterday.’

‘You’ve seen my mother?’ He was shocked.

‘How do you think I found out where you were?’

Jeff’s bowels turned to water. ‘You didn’t . . . I mean, she’s OK, isn’t she?’

‘Absolutely fine. Your father, too. Charming people. They said I could go back any time and visit. I might just do that.’

Jeff was shaking, his fingers sweaty in Mickey’s steely grip.

‘No, you mustn’t! Please leave them alone.’

‘Just give me back the Pick Six ticket, Jeff, and there’ll be no need.’

‘I haven’t got it.’

‘Give me the money then. It was worth about four million HK, wasn’t it?’

‘I haven’t got it, I swear.’

Mickey sighed. ‘Don’t make this difficult, Jeff. I don’t enjoy killing respectable retired folk. Or stupid little flat jockeys either. But I will.’

Jeff whimpered. He tugged at his hand but Mickey’s fingers were round his wrist like a handcuff. The other fellow was watching them with a smile on his face, still holding the horse and the jack.

There was nowhere to run.

‘I mean, I’ve sent the ticket to England.’

‘England?’ Mickey sounded surprised.

‘Yes. It’s in my trunk. I’ve sent all my stuff on ahead.’

Mickey thought for moment. ‘Where are you staying in England?’

‘At Freddy’s.’

‘Freddy Montague?’

‘Yes. I put the ticket with all my things. It’s safe. When I get over there I’ll send it back to you, I swear.’

‘Does Freddy know about this?’

‘It was his idea. He was going back to Hong Kong later to cash it in.’

Mickey laughed. ‘You’ve got some nerve.’

‘Let me go now, Mickey. Please. I thought we were mates.’ Jeff jerked his arm frantically, trying to free his hand. Mickey did not appear to notice. He seemed lost in thought. Finally he spoke.

‘Listen to me carefully, Jeff. What I’m going to say to you is degrading for both of us but it is necessary. I have to be convinced you are telling me the truth.’

Then he told Jeff, in explicit detail, what he would do to his mother and father if he were forced to return to their home.

Jeff was in tears long before he had finished.
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Mickey had hung out with Jeff and the English rider, Freddy Montague, once or twice in Hong Kong. He’d shown them some hot bars and taken them to Kowloon for the best Chinese meal in the city. They’d been good company and everyone had had a laugh.

He reflected on this now as he ordered Jeff to get back on the horse. The fact that Mickey had bought the jockey drinks, laughed at his smart remarks and checked out the bar-room pussy with him didn’t make what he had to do any easier. This was work and it had to be done. But he didn’t like it. He had a heart just like the next guy.

He could see that Jeff was surprised to be allowed back into the saddle. He probably thought Mickey had taken pity on him for old time’s sake. Well, Mickey couldn’t help that.

As he seized Jeff’s right boot, he checked that Pete had the horse securely by the bridle. They’d positioned the animal facing back up the track, the way he’d come.

‘What are you doing?’ cried Jeff.

Mickey said nothing but yanked hard on the stirrup iron, pulling the jockey’s foot right through. Jeff sprawled half on and half off the horse’s back, his boot jammed fast.

‘Let him go, Pete,’ Mickey said.

Pete released the reins and gave the horse a hard smack on the rump with the flat of his hand. Glory Days shot ahead along the track, obviously unhappy at the way Jeff was dragging him down.

Mickey started the 4WD behind him.

Jeff shouted in terror as he frantically tried to free his right leg from the stirrup.

Mickey put his hand on the horn and drove forward, closing  on the horse. Glory Days took off again.

‘Help me!’ screamed Jeff.

The horse stumbled on the uneven surface and Jeff slipped from his back, hands flailing for purchase as he fell between the animal’s legs. His shoulder smashed against a rock and his body convulsed in pain. As Jeff was dragged along behind the horse, his head tipped back and Mickey stared directly into his eyes. They were filled with helpless fear. Mickey had seen that look before. Poor bastard.

Mickey accelerated.

Glory Days plunged on in blind panic, heading back up the track for home, lengthening his stride to get away from the roaring machine behind him.

Jeff jolted and bumped along behind the pounding hooves, helpless to save himself. His back scraped over every rock and pebble on the track, and his head bounced and slammed with every stride.

Mickey put his foot down harder and Glory Days hit top speed. They were flying now, all the way along the rocky track, with Jeff flopping and jerking beneath the runaway horse like a doll.

Glory Days leapt the barbed-wire gate at the end of the track as if he were a seasoned jumper. Jeff was not so lucky. His bruised and broken body smashed into the four strands of wire, uprooting the poles on either side. The horse was dragged off his feet and crashed to the ground with the snap of a fetlock. By the time Mickey reached him, the animal was squealing and whinnying in agony. Someone would hear him soon enough.

Mickey quickly checked on Jeff. He was glassy-eyed and bloody. And stone dead - probably a broken neck.

Mickey jumped back into the vehicle, relieved that it was over.

Shame about the horse.

 

Twenty-four hours later it was Mickey, not Jeff, who was on a plane to England - and a rendezvous with Freddy Montague.
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This is one race you can't afford to lose

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





