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â€˜Mr Francome adeptly teases to the very end and cleverly keeps a few twists up his sleeve until the closing chapters'
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Chapter One

I'd never much cared for Toby Brown. He'd always been too arrogant and pleased with himself for my liking. That's how he'd been when we'd first met as ten year olds at school. Twenty-five years on, not much had changed.

I was sitting on a battered wooden bench amid the sweaty air and nervous clamour of the changing room at Fontwell Park. Outside, the ground was heavy and the sky had the shade and texture of soggy porridge. There were ten minutes to kill before the amateur chase, and I wasn't looking forward to it.

I'd picked up a
Racing Post
from the seat beside me and one of Toby's quarter page advertisements had caught my eye.

â€˜The Best Tipster in the Country' was how he modestly described himself. But then, he'd managed somehow to name seventeen winners in his last twenty selections and post a hefty profit. I didn't dispute the claim â€“ a friend on the newspaper had told me all the tipping services were closely monitored. Besides, everyone in racing was talking about it.

Punters up and down the country were following him like kids after the Pied Piper, and for the first time in their corporate histories the big bookies were losing money like water down a drain. I guessed Toby was loving it.

He'd always been a clever dick â€“ very quick with figures. At school he'd been best at everything from French to football, which may partly have accounted for the faint resentment I'd harboured towards him ever since.

I still saw him from time to time, when we would nod a greeting and talk a little about mutual friends. We got along all right because there was no point in falling out with him; besides, his mother, Jane, trained my horses.

But, like everyone else, I was still very curious to know how, in the past few weeks, he'd tipped a string of winners way beyond the scope of mere good luck.

Â 

The bell above my head jangled sharply through the steamy room to tell jockeys to get ready for the next race. As I pulled on my helmet, I felt the usual minor eruptions in my innards. It wasn't so much physical danger I feared as the possibility that I was going to go out and make a fool of myself publicly, yet again.

Nester, my mount, was frankly too good for me. He was a classy chaser and I was a less than moderate amateur. Under normal circumstances his trainer wouldn't have let me into his stable, let alone allowed me to ride him on a race-course. I was on him today only because I happened to own him. Officially the  horse was called Better By Far; the nickname by which he was affectionately known came from his habit of shoving all the straw in his stable into one corner to make himself a comfortable bed.

If it hadn't been for me, Nester would have arrived at the knacker's a year ago and ended up as the contents of a greyhound's dinner bowl. For that alone, I reckoned I deserved at least one race on him.

The trouble with my riding was that I simply wasn't a natural. From the start, I'd found this lack of ability frustrating and acutely embarrassing, but I was determined to beat it.

I was competent at most of the sports I'd tried, but it seemed that none of the skills from these translated through to race-riding. Like a lot of late starters, I'd spent too much time worrying about the mechanics of the job, instead of just getting on with it, and no matter how much I tried to relax, I knew from the videos that I still rode as if I was in the advanced stages of rigor mortis.

There were always so many things to remember: grip with your knees; keep your head and shoulders low; don't pull the horse in the mouth; don't hold your reins too tight â€“ except, of course, if your horse pecks after a fence, when you have to hold them as tight as you can.

I'd spent hours feeling like a fool on a simulator, trying to remember everything I'd been told. My friend and business partner, Matt James, came to watch a few times; he tried to encourage me with the opinion that I'd progressed from embarrassingly awful to just awful. My style may not have improved a lot since then, but I  had grown a thicker hide and excused myself with the fact that I'd never even sat on a horse until I was eighteen, by which time the suppleness of youth was beginning to wear off.

Â 

When the starter let us go for the two-and-a-half mile handicap chase, Nester felt so good I found I could leave all these negative thoughts behind. If the old racing adage were true â€“ that it's good horses that make good jockeys â€“ then Nester should make me a champion.

Two years before, he'd been considered the outstanding novice of the season. He'd proved it by winning the Arkle Trophy at Cheltenham, when Lord Tintern still owned him.

The first time I'd schooled him myself, a few months ago, he'd taken my breath away â€“ quite literally. Before that, I'd had no idea what a top-class horse felt like. I was used to plodders who tried to get as close to a fence as they could, to minimise the effort they'd need to get over it. Nester, by contrast, always wanted to take off at least a stride sooner than I expected.

But this was his first race over fences in nearly two years. Jane Brown had made her orders quite clear that morning. I was to sit three or four lengths off the pace, and get a lead for a mile or so to keep him well within himself.

Â 

But that wasn't at all how it happened.

After a huge jump at the first fence I found myself right at the front, and from the moment Nester's feet  touched down I knew I would be no more than a passenger for the rest of the race.

I guessed that Jane was sitting at home cursing me, but the threat of her wrath was far outweighed by the thrill of riding a top-class steeplechaser. I'd never come across anything like Nester's massive strength. He was powering through the deep ground and leaping each fence as if he were jumping from a springboard. I was having the ride of my life.

It didn't last.

As the race progressed, my confidence grew. I was learning that a really good horse didn't need to be told precisely where to take off. Nester had such ability that he seemed able to reach the fence from just about anywhere.

As we galloped easily towards the first downhill fence, going away from the stables, I was more concerned with my style and how I looked to the people in the grandstand than I was about where Nester was going to take off. For a few brief, happy moments, I even convinced myself that I looked like a professional.

I pushed forward and committed myself to a magnificent leap for the benefit of the spectators. I wanted to give them dramatic proof that Mr S. Jeffries had become an amateur to be reckoned with.

Then, too late, I found there was a limit even to Nester's talents. With abrupt stubbornness, he put in a short one.

If my legs had been gripping properly I'd have had no problem, but I'd prepared myself for a huge leap. When finally Nester was airborne, I was already halfway up  his neck; as he popped over the fence, I lost my irons and dropped neatly over his right shoulder.

I'd owned up to my mistake before I hit the deck. Blaming myself because it wasn't the first time. Cursing because Nester had been going so well, and I'd mucked it up.

All this went through my head in the fraction of a second it took for me to leave the saddle and thud into the mercifully soft Sussex turf.

As my hip dented the ground, I instinctively curled up into a ball while the rest of the field galloped past. When I could hear they'd all gone, I picked my whip out of the grass and walked dejectedly to the side of the track where the St John's Ambulance had just pulled up.

The driver leaped out. â€˜Are you okay?' he called breathlessly, running around the front of his vehicle towards me.

â€˜Yes, yes. I'm fine, thanks. Soft landing.'

I declined a lift back to the changing room; it was only a short walk. But I had to put up with a ribbing from a spectator who'd been watching from the middle of the course. It wasn't meant maliciously, but it hurt just the same.

I'd been disappointed when Jane had said she'd be unable to make it for Nester's first outing in his new colours; I'd wanted the support.

Now I was deeply relieved she hadn't been there. I didn't doubt she'd seen my dismal performance on the Racing Channel, but at least I had time to prepare my excuses before I spoke to her again.

As the race finished, Nester pulled up with the other runners, looking none the worse for having galloped riderless for almost a circuit.

Sally, the girl who looked after him, caught hold of his reins and checked him for cuts. When I came up, she wouldn't even look me in the eye. I couldn't blame her. â€˜Sorry I buggered that up, Sal.'

â€˜That's all right, Mr Jeffries.' She still didn't look at me but let half a smile flicker across her lips.

Feeling depressed, despite Nester's obviously complete return to fitness, I walked back to the weighing room to shower and change. After a quick cup of tea, I went out to my car and got in. I picked up the phone to check for messages. There was only one, from Matt.
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