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Dedicated to Pooh Bear and Coye

who love and guard Mrs. William O. Moss


 
Cast of Characters

Mary Minor Haristeen (Harry), the young postmistress of Crozet, whose curiosity almost kills the cat and herself

Mrs. Murphy, Harry’s gray tiger cat, who bears an uncanny resemblance to authoress Sneaky Pie and who is wonderfully intelligent!

Tee Tucker, Harry’s Welsh corgi. Mrs. Murphy’s friend and confidante; a buoyant soul

Pharamond Haristeen (Fair), veterinarian, formerly married to Harry

Mrs. George Hogendobber (Miranda), a widow who thumps her own Bible!

Market Shiflett, owner of Shiflett’s Market, next to the post office

Pewter, Market’s fat gray cat, who, when need be, can be pulled away from the food bowl

Susan Tucker, Harry’s best friend, who doesn’t take life too seriously until her neighbors get murdered

Big Marilyn Sanburne (Mim), queen of Crozet

Rick Shaw, Albemarle sheriff

Cynthia Cooper, police officer

Herbert C. Jones, Pastor of Crozet Lutheran Church, a kindly, ecumenical soul who has been known to share his sermons with his two cats, Lucy Fur and Elocution

Arthur Tetrick, distinguished steeplechase officer and lawyer

Charles Valiant (Chark), young to be a steeplechase trainer but quite talented

Adelia Valiant (Addie), she turns twenty-one in November, catapulting her and Chark into their inheritance. She’s a jockey—headstrong and impulsive

Marylou Valiant, Chark and Addie’s mother, who disappeared five years ago

Mickey Townsend, a trainer much loved by Addie and much deplored by Chark

Nigel Danforth, recently arrived from England, he rides for Mickey Townsend

Coty Lamont, the best steeplechase jockey of the decade

Linda Forloines, vicious lying white trash whose highest value is the dollar

Will Forloines, on the same ethical level as his wife but perching on a lower intelligence rung

Bazooka, a hot ’chaser owned by Mim Sanburne

Orion, Mim’s hunter, who displays an equine sense of humor

Rodger Dodger, Mim’s aging ginger barn cat, newly rejuvenated by his girlfriend, Pusskin. Rodger likes to do things by the book

Pusskin, a beautiful tortoiseshell cat, she dotes on Rodger and irritates Mrs. Murphy


 
Dear Reader:

Thank you for your letters. While I try to answer every one I can answer some of the more frequent questions here.

Do I use a typewriter? No. Mother does. I use a Toshiba laptop that costs as much as a used Toyota. I like the mouse.

Do I write every day? Only when the real mousing is bad.

Do I live with other cats and dogs? Yes, and horses, too, but I’m not giving them any free advertising. After all, I’m the one who writes the books therefore I deserve the lion’s share of the attention.

Is Pewter really fat? Well, parts of her have their own zip code. And I just saw her eat a mushroom not ten minutes ago. A mushroom is a fungus. What self-respecting cat eats fungus? She drinks beer, too.

Is Mother fun? Most times. She slides into the slough of despond when she has to pay bills. She had a lot to pay this year because floods washed out part of our road and bridge. The insurance didn’t cover it but I could have told her that. She’s been working very hard and while I sympathize it does keep her out of my fur.

Am I a Dixiecat? Well, I was born in the great state of Virginia so I believe we’re not here for a long time but we’re here for a good time. I sure hope you’re having as good a time as I am!

Love,
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SNEAKY PIE


 
1

The entrance to Montpelier, once the home of James and Dolley Madison, is marked by two ivy-covered pillars. An eagle, wings outstretched, perches atop each pillar. This first Saturday in November, Mary Minor Haristeen—“Harry”—drove through the elegant, understated entrance as she had done for thirty-four years. Her parents had brought her to Montpelier’s 2,700 acres in the first year of her life, and she had not missed a race meet since. Like Thanksgiving, her birthday, Christmas, and Easter, the steeplechase races held at the Madisons’ estate four miles west of Orange, Virginia, marked her life. A touchstone.

As she rolled past the pillars, she glanced at the eagles but gave them little thought. The eagle is a raptor, a bird of prey, capturing its victims in sharp talons, swooping out of the air with deadly accuracy. Nature divides into victor and victim. Humankind attempts to soften such clarity. It’s not that humans don’t recognize that there are victors and victims in life but that they prefer to cast their experiences in such terms as good or evil, not feaster and feast. However she chose to look at it, Harry would remember this crisp, azure day, and what would return to her mind would be the eagles . . . how she had driven past those sentinels so many times yet missed their significance.

One thing was for sure—neither she nor any of the fifteen thousand spectators would ever forget this particular Montpelier meet.

Mrs. Miranda Hogendobber, Harry’s older friend and partner at work, rode with her in Harry’s battered pickup truck, of slightly younger vintage than Mrs. Hogendobber’s ancient Ford Falcon. Since Harry had promised Arthur Tetrick, the race director, that she’d be a fence judge, she needed to arrive early.

They passed through the gates, clambering onto the bridge arching over the Southern Railroad tracks and through the spate of hardwoods, thence emerging onto the emerald expanse of the racecourse circling the 100-acre center field. Brush and timber jumps dotted the track bound by white rails that determined the width of the difficult course. On her right, raised above the road, was the dirt flat track, which the late Mrs. Marion duPont Scott had built in 1929 to exercise her Thoroughbreds. Currently rented, the track remained in use and, along with the estate, had passed to the National Historic Trust upon Mrs. Scott’s death in the fall of 1983.

Straight ahead through more pillared gates loomed Montpelier itself, a peach-colored house shining like a chunk of soft sunrise that had fallen from the heavens to lodge in the foothills of the Southwest Range of the Blue Ridge Mountains. Harry thought to herself that Montpelier, built while America labored under the punitive taxes of King George III, was a kind of sunrise, a peep over the horizon of a new political force, a nation made up of people from everywhere united by a vision of democracy. That the vision had darkened or become distorted didn’t lessen the glory of its birth, and Harry, not an especially political person, believed passionately that Americans had to hold on to the concepts of their forefathers and foremothers.

One such concept was enjoying a cracking good time. James and Dolley Madison adored a good horse race and agreed that the supreme horseman of their time had been George Washington. Even before James was born in 1752, the colonists wagered on, argued over, and loved fine horses. Virginians, mindful of their history, continued the pastime.

Tee Tucker, Harry’s corgi, sat in her lap staring out the window. She, too, loved horses, but she was especially thrilled today because her best friend and fiercest competitor, Mrs. Murphy, a tiger cat of formidable intelligence, was forced to stay home. Mrs. Murphy had screeched “dirty pool” at the top of her kitty lungs, but it had done no good because Harry had told her the crowd would upset her and she’d either run into the truck and pout or, worse, make the rounds of everyone’s tailgates. Murphy had no control when it came to fresh roasted chicken, and there’d be plenty of that today. Truth be told, Tucker had no self-control either when it came to savoring meat dishes, but she couldn’t jump up into the food the way the cat could.
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Oh, the savage pleasure of pressing her wet, cold nose to the window as the truck pulled out of the farm’s driveway and watching Mrs. Murphy standing on her hind legs at the kitchen window. Tucker was certain that when they returned early in the evening Murphy would have shredded the fringes on the old couch, torn the curtains, and chewed the phone cord, for starters. Then the cat would be in even more trouble while Tucker, the usual scapegoat, would polish her halo. If she had a tail, she’d wag it, she was so happy. Instead she wiggled.

“Tucker, sit still, we’re almost there,” Harry chided her.

“There’s Mim.” Mrs. Hogendobber waved to Marilyn Sanburne, whose combination of money and bossiness made her the queen of Crozet. “Boiled wool, I see. She’s going Bavarian.”

“I like the pheasant feather in her cap myself.” Harry smiled and waved too.

“How many horses does she have running today?”

“Three. She’s having a good year with Bazooka, her big gelding. The other two are green and coming along.” Harry used the term that described a young animal gaining experience. “It’s wonderful that she’s giving the Valiants a chance to train her horses. Having good stock makes all the difference, but then Mim would know.”

Harry pulled into her parking space. She fished her gloves out of her pocket. At ten in the morning the temperature was forty-five degrees. By 12:30 and the first race, it might nudge into the high fifties, a perfect temperature for early November.

“Don’t forget your badge.” Mrs. Hogendobber, a good deal older than Harry, was inclined to mother her.

“I won’t.” Harry pinned on her badge, a green ribbon with OFFICIAL stamped in gold down the length of it. “I’ve even got one for Tucker.” She tied a ribbon on the dog’s leather collar.

The Hepworths, Harry’s mother’s family, had attended the first running of the Montpelier Hunt Races in 1928 when it was run over a cross-country course. It was always the “Hepworth space” until a few years ago when it became simply number 175.

Harry and Tucker hopped out of the car, ducked under the white rail, sprinted across the soft, perfect turf, and joined the other officials in the paddock area graced by large oak trees, their leaves still splashes of orange and yellow. In the center sat a small green building and a tent where jockeys changed into their silks and picked up their saddle pad numbers. Large striped tents were set up alongside the paddock in a restricted area for patrons of the event. Harry could smell the ham cooking in one tent and hoped she’d have time to scoot in for fresh ham biscuits and a cup of hot tea. Although it was sunny, a light wind chilled her face.

“Harry!” Fair Haristeen, her ex-husband and the race veterinarian, was striding over to her, looking like Thor himself.

“Hi, honey. I’m ready for anything.”

Before the blond giant could answer, Chark Valiant and his sister, Adelia, walked over.

Chark, so-called because he was the sixth Charles Valiant, hugged Harry. “It’s good to see you, Harry. Great day for ’chasing.”

“Sure is.”

“Oh, look at Tucker.” Addie knelt down to pet her. “I’d trust your judgment anytime.”

“A corgi official or an Official Corgi?” Chark asked, his tone arch.

“The best corgi,” the little dog answered, smiling.

“You ready?” Harry peered at Addie, soon to be twenty-one, who’d followed her older brother into the steeplechasing world. He was the trainer, she was the jockey, a gifted and gutsy one.

“This is our Montpelier.” She beamed, her youthful face already creased by sun and wind.

“Mim’s the nervous one.” Chark laughed because Mim Sanburne, who owned more horses than she could count, paced more than the horses did before the races.

“We passed her on the way in. Looked like she was heading up to the big house.” Harry was referring to Montpelier.

“I don’t know how she keeps up with her dozens of committees. I thought Monticello was her favorite cause.” Fair rubbed his hands through his hair, then put his lad’s cap back on.

“It is, but she promised to help give elected officials a tour, and the Montpelier staff is on overload.” Harry did not need to explain that in this election year, anyone running for public office, even dogcatcher, would die before they’d miss the races and miss having a photo of themselves at the Madison house run in the local newspaper.

“Well, I’m heading back to the stable.” Chark touched Harry on the shoulder. “Find me when the races are over. I hope we’ll have something to celebrate.”

“Sure.”

Fair, called away by Colbert Mason, director of the National Hunt and Steeplechase Association, winked and left Harry and Addie.

“Adelia!” Arthur Tetrick called, then noticed Harry, and a big smile crossed his angular, distinguished face.

Striding over to chat with “the girls,” as he called them, Arthur nodded and waved to people. A lawyer of solid reputation, he was not only acting race director for Montpelier but was often an official at other steeplechases. As executor of Marylou Valiant’s will, he was also her two children’s guardian—their father being dead—until Adelia turned twenty-one later that month and came into her considerable inheritance. Chark, though older than his sister, would not receive his money, either, until Addie’s birthday. His mother had felt that men, being slower to mature, should have their inheritance delayed. She couldn’t have been more wrong concerning her own offspring, for Chark was prudent if not parsimonious, whereas Addie’s philosophy was the financial equivalent of the Biblical “consider the lilies of the field.” But Marylou, who had disappeared five years earlier and was presumed dead, had missed crucial years in the development of her children. She couldn’t have known that her theory was backward in their case.

“Don’t you look the part.” Addie kidded her guardian, taking in his fine English tweed vest and jacket.

“Can’t be shabby. Mrs. Scott would come back to haunt me. Harry, we’re delighted you’re helping us out today.”

“Glad to help.”

Putting his hand over Addie’s slender shoulder, he murmured, “Tomorrow—a little sit-down.”

“Oh, Arthur, all you want to do is talk about stocks and bonds and—” she mocked his solemn voice as she intoned, “—NEVER TOUCH THE PRINCIPAL. I can’t stand it! Bores me.”

With an avuncular air, he chuckled. “Nonetheless, we must review your responsibilities before your birthday.”

“Why? We review them once a bloody month.”

Arthur shrugged, his bright eyes seeking support from Harry. “Wine, women, and song are the male vices. In your case it’s horses, jockeys, and song. You won’t have a penny left by the time you’re forty.” His tone was light but his eyes were intense.

Wary, Addie stepped back. “Don’t start on Nigel.”

“Nigel Danforth has all the appeal of an investment in Sarajevo.”

“I like him.” She clamped her lips shut.

Arthur snorted. “Being attracted to irresponsible men is a female vice in your family. Nigel Danforth is not worthy of you and—”

Addie slipped her arm through Harry’s while finishing Arthur’s sentence for him, “—he’s a gold digger, mark my words.” Irritated, she sighed. “I’ve got to get ready. We can fight about this after the races.”

“Nothing to fight about. Nothing at all.” Arthur’s tone softened. “Good riding. Safe races. God bless. See you after the day’s run.”

“Sure.” Addie propelled Harry toward the weigh-in stand as Arthur joined Fair and other jovial officials. “You’ll adore Nigel—you haven’t met him, have you? Arthur’s being an old poop, as usual.”

“He worries about you.”

“Tough.” Addie’s face cleared. “Nigel’s riding for Mickey Townsend. Just started for him. I warned him to get his money at the end of each day, though. Mickey’s got good horses but he’s always broke. Nigel’s new, you know—he came over from England.”

Harry smiled. “Americans don’t name their sons Nigel.”

“He’s got the smoothest voice. Like silk.” Addie was ignoring the wry observation.

“How long have you been dating him?”

“Two months. Chark can’t stand him but Charles the Sixth can be such a moose sometimes. I wish he and Arthur would stop hovering over me. Just because a few of my boyfriends in the past have turned out to be blister bugs.”

Harry laughed. “Hey, you know what they say, you gotta kiss a lot of toads before finding the prince.”

“Better than getting a blister.”

“Addie, anything is better than a blister bug.” She paused. “Except drugs. Does Nigel take them? You can’t be too careful.” Harry believed in grabbing the bull by the horns.

Quickly, Addie said, “I don’t do drugs anymore,” then changed the subject. “Hey, is Susan coming today?”

“Later. The Reverend Jones will be here, too. The whole Crozet gang. We’ve got to root for Bazooka.”

Chark waved for his sister to join him.

“Oops. Big Brother is watching me.” She dropped Harry’s arm. “Harry, I’ll see you after the races. I want you to meet Nigel.”

“After the races then.” Harry walked over to get her fence assignment.

Harry, as usual, had been assigned the east gate jump, so-called because it lay closest to the east gate entrance to the main house. She vaulted over the rail to the patrons’ tents, put together a ham biscuit and a cup of tea, turned too fast without looking, and bumped into a slender dark man accompanied by a jockey she recognized.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“Another woman falling over you,” Coty Lamont said sarcastically.

“Coty, you aren’t using the right cologne. Old manure doesn’t attract women.” The other man spoke in a light English accent.

Harry, who knew Coty slightly—the best jockey riding at this time—smiled at him. “Smells good to me, Coty.”

He recognized her since she occasionally worked other steeplechase races. “The post office lady.”

“Mary Minor Haristeen.” She held out her hand.

He shook her hand. He couldn’t extend his hand until she offered hers . . . rough as Coty appeared, he had absorbed the minimum of social graces.

“And this here’s Nigel Danforth.”

“Pleased to meet you Mr. Danforth.” Harry shook his hand. “I’m a friend of Addie’s.”

Their faces relaxed.

“Ah,” Nigel said simply, and smiled.

“Then be ready to part-tee,” Coty said.

“Uh—sure,” Harry, a bit confused by their sudden enthusiasm, said softly.

“See you later.” Coty headed for the jockeys’ changing tent.

Nigel winked. “Any friend of Addie’s . . .” Then he, too, hurried to the tent.

Harry watched the diminutive men walk away from her, struck by how tiny their butts were. She did not know what to make of those two. Their whole demeanor had changed when she mentioned Addie. She felt as if she’d given the password to an exclusive club.

She blinked, sipped some tea, then walked out the east side of the tent area and stepped over the cordon. Tucker ducked under it.

“Come on, Tucker, let’s check our fence before the hordes arrive.”

“Good idea,” Tucker said. “You know how everyone stops to pass and repass. If you don’t get over there now you’ll never get over.”

Harry glanced down at the dog. “You’ve got a lot to say.”

“Yes, but you don’t listen.”

From the east gate jump Harry couldn’t see the cars driving in, but she could hear the steady increase in noise. Glad to be alone, she bit into the succulent ham biscuit and noticed Mim walking back through the gates to the big house, toward the races. She thought to herself that the political tour must be over, another reason she was happy to be in the back—no handshaking.

Working in the Crozet post office allowed Harry weekends and a minimum of hassle. The P.O. was open Saturdays from 8 A.M. to noon. Sally Dohner and Liz Beer alternated Saturdays so Harry enjoyed two full days of freedom. Her friends took their work home with them, fretted, burned the midnight oil. Harry locked the door to the small postal building on Crozet’s main drag, drove home, and forgot about work until the next morning. If she was going to fret over something, it would be her farm at the base of Yellow Mountain or some problem with a friend. Often accused of lacking ambition, she readily agreed with her critics. Her Smith College classmates, just beginning to nudge forward in their high-powered careers in New York, Boston, Richmond, and far-flung cities in the Midwest and West, reminded her she had graduated in the top 10 percent of her class. They felt she was wasting her life. She felt her life was lived from within. It was a rich life. She used a different measuring stick than they did.

She had one thing they didn’t: time. Of course, they had one thing she didn’t: money. She never could figure out how you could have both. Well, Marilyn “Mim” Sanburne did, but she had inherited more money than God. In Mim’s defense, she used it wisely, often to help others, but to be a beneficiary of her largesse, one had to tolerate her grandeur. Little Marilyn, Harry’s age, who glowered in her mother’s shadow, was tiring of good works. A flaming romance would take precedence over good deeds, but Little Mim, now divorced, couldn’t find Mr. Right, or rather, her mother couldn’t find Mr. Right for her.

Harry’s mouth curled upward. She had found Mr. Right who’d turned into Mr. Wrong and now wanted to be Mr. Right again. She loved Fair but she didn’t know if she could ever again love him in that way.

A roar told her that the Bledsoe/Butler Cup, the first race of the day, one mile on the dirt, $1,000 winner-take-all—had started. Tempted as she was to run up to the flat track and watch, she knew she’d better stay put.

“Tucker, I’ve been daydreaming about marriage, men”—she sighed—“ex-husbands. The time ran away with me.”

Tucker perked up her big ears. “Fair still loves you. You could marry him all over again.”

Harry peered into the light brown eyes. “Sometimes you seem almost human—as if you know exactly what I’m saying.”

“Sometimes you seem almost canine.” Tucker stared back at her. “But you have no nose, Harry.”

“Are you barking at me?” Harry laughed.

“I’m telling you to stop living so much in your mind, that’s what I’m saying. Why you think I’m barking is beyond me. I know what you’re saying.”

Harry reached over, hugged the sturdy dog, and kissed the soft fur on her head. “You really are the most adorable dog.”

She heard the announcer begin to call the jockeys for the second race, the first division of the Marion duPont Scott Montpelier Cup, purse $10,000, two miles and one furlong over brush for “maidens” three years old and upward, a maiden being a horse that had never won a race. She could see people walking over the hill. Many race fans, the knowledgeable ones, wanted to get away from the crowds and watch the horses.

A brand-new Land Rover drove at the edge of the course, its midnight blue shining in the November light. Harry couldn’t imagine being able to purchase such an expensive vehicle. She was saving her pennies to replace the ’78 Ford truck, which despite its age was still chugging along.

Dr. Larry Johnson stuck his head out the Land Rover’s passenger window. “Everything shipshape?”

“Yes, sir.” Harry saluted.

“Hello, Tucker.” Larry spoke to the sweet-eyed dog.

“Hi, Doc.”

“We’ve got about ten minutes.” Larry turned to Jim Sanburne, Mim’s husband and the mayor of Crozet, who was driving. “Don’t we, Jim?”

“I reckon.” Jim leaned toward the passenger window, his huge frame blotting out the light from the driver’s side. “Harry, you know that Charles Valiant and Mickey Townsend are fighting like cats and dogs, so pay close attention to those races where they’ve both got entries.”

“What’s the buzz?” Harry had heard nothing of the feud.

“Hell, I don’t know. These damn trainers are prima donnas.”

“Mickey accused Chark of instructing Addie to bump his jockey at the Maryland Hunt Cup last year. His horse faltered at the sixth fence and then just couldn’t quite pick it up.”

“Mickey’s a sore loser,” Jim growled to Larry. “He’ll break your fingers if you beat him at checkers—especially if there’s money bet on the game.”

“Goes back further than that.” Harry sighed.

“You’re right. Charles hated Mickey from the very first date Mickey had with his mother.” Jim ran his finger under his belt. “Takes some boys like that. But you know Charles had sense enough to worry that Townsend only wanted her money.”

“Chark couldn’t understand how Marylou could prefer Mickey to Arthur.” Larry Johnson recalled the romance, which had started seven years ago, ending in shock and dismay for everyone. “I guess any woman who compares Arthur to Mickey is bound to favor Mickey. I don’t think it had to do with money.”

“Off the top of your head, do you know what races—”

Before Harry could finish her question, Jim Sanburne bellowed, “The third, the fifth, and the sixth.”

“Nigel Danforth is riding for Townsend,” Larry added.

“Addie told me,” Harry said.

“You heard about them too.” Jim smiled.

“Kinda. I mean, I know that Addie is crazy for him.”

“Her brother isn’t.” Larry folded his arms across his chest.

“Hey, just another day in Virginia.” Harry smacked the door of the Land Rover.

“Ain’t that the truth,” Jim said. “Put two Virginians in a room and you get five opinions.”

“No, Jim, put you in a room and we get five opinions,” Larry tweaked him.

Jim laughed. “I’m just the mayor of a small town reflecting the various opinions of my voters.”

“We’ll come by after the first race. Need anything? Food? Drink?” Larry asked while Jim was still laughing at himself.

“Thanks, no.”

“Okay, Harry, catch you in about a half hour then.” Jim rolled up the hill as Larry waved.

Harry put her hands on her hips and thought to herself. Jim, in his sixties, and Larry, in his seventies, had known her since she was born. They knew her inside and out, as she knew them. That was another reason she didn’t much feel like being the Queen of Madison Avenue. She belonged here with her people. There was a lot that never needed to be said when you knew people so intimately.

This shorthand form of communication did not apply to BoomBoom Craycroft, creaming over the top of the hill like a clipper in full sail. Since BoomBoom had once enjoyed an affair with Harry’s ex-husband, the buxom, tall, and fashionable woman was not Harry’s favorite person on earth. BoomBoom reveled in the emotional texture of life. Today she reveled in the intense pleasure of swooping down on Harry, who couldn’t move away since she was the fence judge.

“Harry!” BoomBoom cruised over, her square white teeth gleaming, her heavy, expensive red cape moving gently in the breeze.

“Hi, Boom.” Harry shortened her nickname, one won in high school because her large bosoms seemed to boom-boom with each step. The boys adored her.

“You’re dressed for the job.” BoomBoom appraised Harry’s pressed jeans and L. L. Bean duck boots—the high-topped ones, which reached only nine inches for women, a fact that infuriated Harry since she could have used twelve inches on the farm; only the men’s boots had twelve-inch uppers. Harry also wore a silk undershirt, an ironed flannel tartan plaid, MacLeod, and a goosedown vest, in red. If the day warmed up, she would shed her layers.

“BoomBoom, I’m usually dressed this way.”

“I know,” came the tart reply from the woman standing there in Versace from head to foot. Her crocodile boots alone cost over a thousand dollars.

“I don’t have your budget.”

“Even if you did you’d look exactly the same.”

“All right, Boom, what’s the deal? You come over here to give me your fashion lecture 101, to visit uneasiness upon me, or do you want something from Tucker?”

Tucker squeezed next to her mother. “She’s got on too much perfume, Mom. She’s stuffing my nose up.”

BoomBoom leaned over to pat the silky head. “Tucker, very impressive with your official’s badge.”

“Boom, those fake fingernails have got to go,” the dog replied.
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“I’m here to visit and to watch the first race from the back.”

“Have a fight with Carlos?”

BoomBoom had been dating a wealthy South American who lived in New York City and Buenos Aires.

“He’s not here this weekend.”

“Trolling, then?” Harry wryly used the term for going around picking up men.

“You can be so snide, Harry. It’s not your best feature. I’m here to patch up our relationship.”

“We don’t have a relationship.”

“Oh, yes, we do.”

“They’re lining up, the starter’s tape is up,”—the announcer’s voice rang out as he waited for the tape to drop—“and they’re off.”

“I’ve got to work this race.” Harry moved BoomBoom forcibly back, then took up her stance on the rail dead even with the jump. If a rider went down, she could reach the jockey quickly, as soon as all the other horses were over the fence, while the outriders went after the runaway horse.

The first jumps limbered up the horses and settled the jockeys. By the time they reached Harry’s jump, the competition would be fierce. The first race over fences covered a distance of two miles and one furlong; competitors would pass her obstacle only once. This race, and in fact all races but the fifth, the Virginia Hunt Cup, were run over brush, meaning the synthetic Grand National brush fences, which had replaced natural brush some years ago. The reasoning behind the change was that the natural brush varied in density. Because steeplechase horses literally “brushed” through the top of these jumps, any inconsistency in texture or depth or solidity could cause a fall or injury. The Grand National fences provided horses with a safer jump. Timber horses, on the other hand, had to jump cleanly over the whole obstacle, although the top timbers were notched on the back so they would give way if rapped hard enough. Even so, the last thing a timber trainer or jockey wanted was for one of their horses to “brush” through a timber fence.

Harry heard the crowd. Then in the distance she heard the thunder. The earth shook. The sensation sent chills up her spine, and in an instant the horses turned the distant corner, a kaleidoscope of finely conditioned bays, chestnuts, and seal browns, hooves reaching out as they lengthened their stride. She recognized the purple silks of Mim Sanburne as well as Addie’s determined gaze. The Urquharts, Mim’s family, had registered the first year that the Jockey Club was organized, 1894, so their horses ran in solid color silks. Harry also saw the other silks: emerald green with a red hoop around the chest, blue with yellow dots, yellow with a diagonal black sash, the colors intense, rippling with the wind, heightening the sensation of speed, beauty, and power.

The first three horses cleared the brush, their hooves tipping the top of the synthetic cedar, making an odd swishing sound, then she heard the reassuring thump-thump as those front hooves reached the earth followed by the hind. The three leaders pulled away, and the remainder of the pack cleared the jump, a Degas painting come to life.

She breathed a sigh of relief. No one went down at her fence. No fouls. As the hoofbeats died away, moving back up the hill toward the last several jumps and the home-stretch, the crowd screamed while the announcer called out the positions of the horses.

“Closing hard, Ransom Mine, but Devil Fox hanging on to the lead, and here they come down the stretch, and Ransom Mine is two strides out, but oh, what a burst of speed, it’s Devil Fox under the wire!”

“Hurray for Mim!” Harry whispered. “A strong second.”

BoomBoom drew alongside her. “She didn’t expect much from Ransom Mine, did she?”

“She’s only had him about six months. Picked him up in Maryland, I think.”

“Changing trainers helped,” BoomBoom said, “Chark is working out really well for her.”

“Will and Linda Forloines are still going around telling horror stories about how much they did for Mim, and how vile she was to fire them.” Harry shook her head, recalling Mim’s former trainer and his wife, a jockey. “Will couldn’t find his ass with both hands.”

“No, but he sure found the checkbook,” BoomBoom said. “And I don’t think Will has a clue as to how much Linda makes selling cocaine or how much she takes herself.”

“They’re lucky Big Mim didn’t prosecute them, padding the stable budget the way they did.”

“She’d spend thousands of dollars in court and still never see a penny back. They’ve squandered all of it. Her revenge will be watching them blow out. Mim’s too smart to directly cross druggies. She’ll let them kill themselves—or take the cure. Thank God Addie took the cure.”

“Yes,” Harry said succinctly. She hated people who took advantage of others and justified it by saying the people they were stealing from were rich. If she remembered her Ten Commandments, one said, Thou Shalt Not Steal. It didn’t say, Thou Shalt Not Steal Except When the Employer is Wealthy. Will and Linda Forloines still hung around the edges of the steeplechase world. The previous year Will had been reduced to working in a convenience store outside of Middleburg. Finally they had latched on to a rich doctor who moved down from New Jersey and who wanted to “get into horses.” Poor man.

“They’re here.”

“Here?” Harry said. BoomBoom’s deep voice could lull one, it was so lovely, she thought.

“You’d think they’d have the sense not to show their faces.”

“Will never was the brightest bulb on the Christmas tree.” Harry peeled off her down vest as BoomBoom changed the subject.

“I’m here to tell you that I’m sorry I had a fling with Fair, but it was after your divorce. He’s a sweet man, but we weren’t the right two people. I hadn’t dated anyone seriously since Kelly died, and I needed to put my toes in the water.”

Harry didn’t think it was BoomBoom’s toes that had fascinated Fair, but she resisted the urge to make a comment. Also, she didn’t believe for one minute that the relationship had magically started right after the divorce. “Can you understand how it would upset me?”

“No. You divorced him.”

“That didn’t mean I was over him, dammit.” Harry decided not to try to pinpoint the exact date of BoomBoom’s liaison with Fair. At least they hadn’t appeared in public until after the divorce.

“Why take it out on me? Take it out on him.”

“I did, sorta.”

“Well, Harry, what about the women, uh, while you were married? Those were your enemies, not me.”

“Did I ever say I was emotionally mature?” Harry crossed her arms over her chest as Tucker followed the conversation closely.

“No.”

“So.”

“So what?”

“So, I could see you. I couldn’t see those affairettes he was having while we were married. I got mad at you for all of them, I guess. I never said I was right to get mad at you but I did.”

“You’re still mad at me.”

“No, I’m not.” Harry half lied.

“You certainly never go out of your way to be nice to me.”

“I’m cordial.”

“Harry, we’re both born and raised in Virginia. You know exactly what I mean.” And BoomBoom was right. One could be correct but cool. Virginians practiced cutting one another with precise elegance.

“Yeah, well, since we were both raised in Virginia, we know how to avoid subjects like this, BoomBoom. I have no desire to explore my emotions with you or anybody.”

“Exactly!”

Harry squinted at the triumphant face. “Don’t start with me.”

“We’ve got to grow beyond our conditioning. We’ve got to cast aside or break through our repression. You can’t hold your emotions in, they’ll eat away at you until you become ill or dry up like some people I could mention.”

“I’m very healthy.”

“You’re also not twenty anymore. You’ve been holding these emotions in for too long.”

“Now, look.” Harry’s voice oozed reasonableness. “What you call repressed, I call disciplined. I am not teetering on the brink of self-annihilation. I don’t drink. I don’t take drugs. I don’t even smoke. I like my life. I’d like a little more money maybe, but I like my life.”

“You’re in denial.”

“Denial is a river in Egypt.”

“Harry,” her voice lowered, “that joke’s got gray hairs. You don’t fool me with your quips. I want you to come with me to Lifeline. It’s changed my life, absolutely. Six months ago I would never have been able to approach you, I would have held on to my own anger, but now I want to reach out. I want us to be friends. Lifeline teaches you to take responsibility for yourself. For your own emotions. It’s a structured process, and I know you like structure. You can learn these things, learn new ways to be with people in a group that will encourage you. You’ll feel safe. Trust me, Harry, it will make you happy.”

Trusting BoomBoom was the last thing Harry would ever do. “I’m not the type.”

“I’ll even pay for it.”

“What?”

“I mean it. I’ll pay for it. I feel so bad that you’re still mad at me. I want us to be friends. Please consider my offer.”

“I—” Harry, caught off guard, stuttered, “I, I—Jesus, BoomBoom.”

“Think about it. I know you’ll find a thousand reasons not to do this, but why don’t you take out a pad of paper and list the pros and cons? You might find more reasons to engage in Lifeline than you know.”

“Uh—I’ll think about it.”

“One other little thing.”

“Oh, God.”

“Think about the fact that you’re still in love with Fair.”

“I am not! I love him but I’m not in love with him.”

“Lifeline.” BoomBoom smiled seraphically, moving off.

Harry breathed deeply, conscious of her heart pounding. Jim Sanburne’s midnight-blue Land Rover hove into view. She collected herself.

“News?” Larry inquired.

“Clean as a whistle,” Harry said.

“Are you all right?” the doctor asked, observing her flushed face and rapid breathing.

“I’m fine. How long till the next race?”

“Half hour. Just about,” Jim answered her.

“I need a co—cola.”

“You need something,” Larry joked. “You’re breathing like a freight train. Why don’t you come to my office Monday? How long’s it been since you had a checkup?”

“Larry, I’m fine. I had a little tête-à-tête with BoomBoom.”

“Say no more.” He smiled and as the two men drove off, Jim said, “Did she say tit a tat?”

“No.” Larry laughed loudly. “Jim, you’re just a redneck with money.”

Jim grunted. “Sounded like body parts to me, good buddy.”
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