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UNDER ORDERS

1

Sadly, death at the races is not uncommon.
However, three in a single afternoon was sufficiently unusual to raise more than an eyebrow. That only one of the deaths was of a horse was more than enough to bring the local constabulary hotfoot to the track.
 
CHELTENHAM GOLD CUP day had dawned bright and sunny, with a fine dusting of March frost showing white between the grass. The forecast for the day was dreadful, with heavy rain due to drive in from the west, but as I stood in my ex-father-in-law’s kitchen looking through the window at the westerly sky, there was no sign yet of the warm front that was promised.
“There you are, Sid,” said Charles, coming into the kitchen in his dressing gown over striped pajamas, with soft blue velvet slippers on his feet. Rear Admiral Charles Rowland, Royal Navy (retired), my onetime father-in-law, my confidant, my mentor and, without doubt, my best friend.
I still introduced him to strangers as my father-in-law, although it was now some ten years since his daughter, Jenny, my wife, had seen the need to give me an ultimatum: give up my job or she would give me up. Like any man at the top of his profession, I had assumed she didn’t really mean it and continued to work day in and day out. And so Jenny left with acrimony and spite.
The fact that a crippling injury put a stop to my chosen profession just a few months later was one of those little ironies from which there is no escape. Our marriage had been irreparably damaged and there was no going back. Indeed, by then, neither of us had wanted to go back, but it still took many years and many hurtful exchanges before we were both able to move on. In time, Jenny and I had divorced and she had remarried, to a title and some serious wealth. Nowadays, we are civil to each other, and I have a real hope that an arm’s-length affection may be the endgame of our tempestuous relationship.
“Morning, Charles,” I said. “It’s a good one, too.”
“Bloody forecasters,” he replied, “never have the slightest idea.” He leaned towards the window to get a better view of the weather vane on the garage roof. “Southwesterly,” he remarked. “That front has still to arrive. Better take an umbrella with us.”
I didn’t doubt that he was right. A life at sea had given him the uncanny ability to predict the future simply by sticking a wet finger in the air. However, on this occasion, I think it may have been more due to his listening to the radio in his bedroom. His years afloat had also left him with a preference for all-male company, there being no female personnel on ships in his day, and a slow but determined approach to a problem. As he had often told me, it takes many miles to turn around an aircraft carrier and it is better to be sure in which direction you need to go before you start zigzagging all over the place and showing everyone what a blithering idiot you are.
We went to the races in his Mercedes, with raincoats and umbrellas stacked on the back seat. As we drove west from his home in the Oxfordshire village of Aynsford across the Cotswold Hills towards Cheltenham, the sun began to hide behind high cirrus clouds. It had disappeared altogether by the time we dropped down from Cleeve Hill to the racetrack and there were spots of rain on the windshield as we parked; the racing festival at Cheltenham is one of the world’s great sporting occasions and a little rain couldn’t dampen our spirits.
I had ridden so often around this course that I felt I knew each blade of grass as an old friend. In my dreams, I still rode here, surging down the hill towards the home straight, kicking hard into the downhill fence when others would take a hold to steady themselves at this notorious obstacle. Here, many a partnership would come crashing to the turf, if not foot-perfect, but winning was the important thing, and while taking a hold might have been safer, kicking your horse hard could gain you lengths over the fence, lengths the opposition may not be able to regain up the hill to the finish line.
It had been a racing fall that had ended my riding career. It should have been easy. My young mount, stumbling while landing over the second fence in a novice chase, had failed to untangle his legs from underneath his neck and went down slowly to our right. I could have almost stepped off but chose to move with the falling animal and roll away from his flailing hooves. It was just unfortunate that a following horse, having nowhere else to go, had landed with all its weight on the outstretched palm of my left hand. But it was more criminal than unfortunate that the horse had been wearing an old racing shoe, sharpened by use into a jagged knife-edge, which had sliced through muscle, sinew, bone and tendon, leaving my hand useless and my life in ruins.
But I shouldn’t complain. I had been Champion Jockey for four consecutive years, having won more jump races than anyone else, and would probably, by now, have had to retire anyway. At thirty-eight, I was well past the age at which even I thought it would be considered sensible to inflict the continuous battering on a human body.
“Sid,” Charles said, snapping me back to reality, “Remember, I’m the guest of Lord Enstone today, and he asked me whether you’d be coming up to his box for a drink later.”
“Maybe,” I said, still half thinking about what might have been.
“He seemed quite insistent that you should.”
Charles was pressing the point and I knew him well enough to know that this was his way of saying that it was important to him.
“I’ll be there.”
If it were important to Charles, I would indeed be there. I owed him a lot and paybacks such as this were cheap. At least, that is what I thought at the time.
We joined the throng pouring into the racetrack from the parking lots.
“Hello, Mr. Halley,” said the gateman. “What do you fancy for the big race?”
“Hello, Tom,” I replied, reading the name on his badge. “Oven Cleaner must have a good chance, especially if we get much more of this rain. But don’t quote me.”
He waved me through with a laugh and without properly checking my badge. Ex-jockeys were a thorn for most tracks. Did they get free entry or not? And for how long after they’d retired? Did it depend on how good they had been? Why wouldn’t they go away and stop being an embarrassment, always carrying on about how much better it had been when they were riding and that the jumps were getting too easy and hardly worthy of the name.
If Tom had studied my badge more closely, he would have seen that, like me, it was getting a bit old and worn. I had simply not returned my metal jockey’s badge when forced to retire and I had been using it ever since. No one seemed to mind.
Charles disappeared with a wave to make his way to the private luncheon boxes high in the grandstand while I walked unchallenged to the terrace in front of the weighing room next to the parade ring.
“Sid Halley!” I turned with a smile. “How’s the sleuthing business?”
Bill Burton, ex-jockey and now a midrank racehorse trainer whose waistline was getting bigger rather more quickly than his bank balance.
“Fine, Bill.” We shook hands warmly. “Keeping me in mischief.”
“Good, as long as you keep your nose out of my business.” He said it with a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.
We had ridden against each other regularly over many seasons and both of us knew that he had never been totally averse to a little extra cash for ensuring that his horse didn’t get to the finish line first. He would adamantly argue that he would only “stop” those who had no chance, anyway—what crime was there in that? I could read in his face, I thought, that he had probably not changed his ways in moving from the saddle to the saddling box.
Shame, I thought. Bill was not a real villain, but rumors were beginning to circulate that he was not fully honest, either. As always, it was much easier to get such a reputation than to lose it. Bill couldn’t see that he was never going to be the leading trainer as he had hoped, not because he didn’t have the ability but because he would not be sent the best horses by the most knowledgeable owners.
“Do you have any runners today?” I asked.
“Candlestick in the first and Leaded Light in the fifth. But I wouldn’t risk your shirt on either of them.”
I wasn’t sure whether he was warning me that they might not be trying their best. My doubts saddened me. I liked Bill a lot. We had been good friends and racing adversaries for many years.
He seemed to sense that I was looking deeper into his eyes than was prudent and briskly turned his head away.
“Sorry, Sid,” he said in my ear as he pushed past into the weighing room, “got to go find my jockey.”
I watched him disappear through the door and then looked up in the paper who his jockey was. Huw Walker. One of the sport’s popular journeymen. He’d never yet made it to number one but had been consistently in the top ten over the past eight or nine years, with numerous rides and plenty of winners. Son of a Welsh farmer with, it was said, a fondness for fast women and fast cars in that order. I hadn’t heard that he was ever suspected of “pulling”—horses, that is.
In one of those strange almost supernatural moments, I looked up to find Huw Walker coming towards me.
“Hello, Huw,” I said.
“Hi, Sid. Did you get my message?” He looked far from his usual cheery self.
“No,” I replied. “Where did you leave it?”
“On your answering machine. Last night.”
“Which number?”
“A London number.” He was clearly anxious.
“Sorry. I’m staying with my father-in-law for the Festival.”
“It doesn’t matter. I can’t talk here. I’ll call you again later.”
“Use my cell,” I said, and gave him the number.
He then rushed off, disappearing into the weighing room.
 
EVEN THOUGH it was still well over an hour to the first race, it was beginning to be rather crowded on the weighing-room terrace, not least because everyone was getting close to the building to protect themselves from the rain that had begun to fall more intensely.
There was the usual mix of officialdom and press, bloodstock agents and the media, trainers and their jockeys, both present and past. Here the gossip of the week was swapped and dirty jokes were traded like currency. Juicy rumors spread like Asian flu: who was sleeping with whom, and who had been caught doing so by a spouse. Divorce was rampant in the racing business.
I wandered among the throng with my ears open, catching up on events in racingland.
“Such a shame about that Sandcastle colt,” said someone in a group over my left shoulder. “Didn’t you hear, bought for half a million at Newmarket Sales last October as a yearling, put his foot in a rabbit hole yesterday morning and broke his hock so badly he had to be put down.”
I moved on.
“Useless jockey, flogged my horse half to death just to get a third place.” A large, duffel-coated trainer, Andrew Woodward, was in full flow in front of a small group. “Damn idiot got himself banned for four days. I’ll give him excessive use of the whip on his bloody arse if he does that again.”
His fan club chuckled appreciatively, but I believed him. Having once found his teenage daughter canoodling with an apprentice jockey in the feed store, he had held the hapless young man down over a hay bale and thrashed his bare buttocks raw with a riding whip. Some accounts say his daughter got the same treatment. It had cost Woodward a conviction for assault, but it had won him respect.
He was a very good trainer, but he had a well-deserved reputation as a hater of all jockeys. Some said that it was simple jealousy; he had always been too heavy to be a jockey himself. I had ridden for him a few times and more than once had received the lash of his tongue when results did not pan out as expected. He was not on my Christmas card list.
I drifted over nearer to the steps down to the parade ring, where I had spotted someone that I did want to talk to.
“Sid, my old mucker!” Paddy O’Fitch was a fellow ex-jockey, shorter than I by an inch or two, but a walking encyclopedia on racing, especially steeplechasing. He spoke with a coarse Belfast accent and reveled in all things Irish, but the truth was that he had been born in Liverpool and christened Harold, after the prime minister of the day. The surname on his passport was just Fitch. He had added the O’ while at school. He had apparently never forgiven his parents for emigrating across the Irish Sea to England just two weeks before his birth.
“Hello, Paddy,” I said, smiling.
We shook hands, the camaraderie between us as ex-jocks being far greater than that between us when we were competing day by day.
After retiring from the saddle six years before, Paddy had turned his knowledge into a business. He wrote brief but wonderfully entertaining histories of racetracks and races, of racing characters and of great horses, and then sold them as slim booklets in track parking lots around the country. The booklets built up into an extensive history of the sport and soon were selling so fast that Paddy had employed staff to do the selling while he busied himself with the writing.
He had for years been the keeper of his own unofficial racing archive when, with due reverence from the Jockey Club, the post had been made official and he had been invited to coordinate all the material and documents held in various racing museums around the country. But it was the histories that were his fortune. The slim, cheaply produced black-and-white booklets had given way to glossy color, a new edition every month. Leather-bound holders for the booklets were a must-buy present for every racing enthusiast each December.
Paddy was a mine of both useful and useless information and since I had taken up investigating as a career I had frequently referred to him for some fact or other. In racing terms, Paddy could out-Google Google. He was the best search engine around.
“What chance do you think Candlestick has in the first?” I asked him casually.
“Could win. It depends…” He stopped.
“On what?” I prompted.
“Whether it’s trying.” He paused. “Why do you ask?”
“I thought I might have a bet.” I tried to make my voice sound normal.
“Bejesus! Now, did ya hear dat!” He addressed no one in particular. “Sid Halley’s having a bet. And pigs may fly, I s’pose.” He laughed. “Now if you told me dat you were having a third eye up ya arse, I might more believe ya.”
“OK, Paddy, enough,” I said.
“Now, don’t be telling ya uncle Paddy lies, Sid. Now, why did ya ask about Candlestick?”
“What makes you think it may not be trying?” I asked instead of answering.
“I didn’t say dat,” he said. “I merely said dat it could win if it was trying.”
“But you must think it may not be, else why say it?”
“Rumors, rumors, that’s all,” he said. “The grapevine says dat Burton’s horses are not always doing their best.”
It was at this point that the first of the day’s deaths occurred.
At Cheltenham, one end of the parade ring doubles as the winner’s unsaddling enclosure, and there is a natural amphitheater created by a rise in the ground. A semicircular, concrete-and-brick stepped viewing area rises up from the rail around the parade ring. Later in the day, this area would be packed with a cheering crowd as the winner of the Gold Cup returned triumphantly to be unsaddled. This early on a wet afternoon, a few hardy folk stood under umbrellas, watching the comings and goings at the weighing room and waiting for the sports to begin.
“Help! Help! Somebody help me!”
A middle-aged woman, wearing an opened waxed jacket over a green tweed suit, was screaming from the bottom of the stepped area.
All eyes swiveled in her direction.
She continued to scream. “For God’s sake, someone help me!”
Paddy and I ran over to the rail on the inside of the parade ring, from where we immediately could see that it was not the woman but the man she was with who was in trouble. He had collapsed and was lying at her feet, up against the four-foot-high chain-link fence that kept the crowd away from the horses. More people had moved to help on her side of the fence and someone was calling for a doctor.
The racetrack doctor, more used here to treating injured jockeys, ran from the weighing room, speaking rapidly into his walkie-talkie.
There is nothing like a medical crisis to bring the great British public to stand and watch. The viewing area was filling up fast as two green-clad paramedics came hurrying into the parade ring, carrying large red backpacks. The fence was in their way, so, against the advice of the doctor, an enterprising group lifted the poor man over the top of it. He was laid on the closely mown grass, exactly where the afternoon’s winners would later be.
The doctor and the paramedics set to work, but quite soon it became clear that they were fighting a losing battle. The doctor put his mouth over the man’s and breathed into his lungs. What trust, I thought. Would I put my mouth on that of a complete stranger? One of the paramedics took over from the doctor with a blue rubber bag that was connected to a tube down the man’s throat while the other placed defibrillator pads on his chest. The man’s body jerked as the voltage was applied but lay still and lifeless again afterwards.
They went on trying for much longer than I would have expected. They took it in turns to force air into the lungs or compress the chest. Almost half an hour had passed before they began to show signs of giving up. By then, an ambulance had driven into the parade ring and a stretcher had been made ready. The man was lifted onto it but it was clearly all over for him. The urgency had fallen away from the medical movements. Another heart attack fatality, just one more statistic.
With the departure of the victim, accompanied by his grieving wife, the crowds drifted away to the bars to get out of the rain, tut-tutting about the shame of it and the need to look after our bodies. Sales of crackling at the pork-roast stall didn’t seem to be affected.
 
I WATCHED the first race from the Owners and Trainers grandstand. The Triumph Hurdle is the blue-ribbon event for four-yearold novice hurdlers, over a distance of two miles and a furlong. The start was impressive as the twenty-five runners spread right across the course, resembling a cavalry charge over the first flight of hurdles. I found that I was paying particular attention to Huw Walker on Candlestick. The runners were still bunched together as they galloped fast past the grandstand for the first time. The climb to the highest point of the course began to sort them out, and there were only half a dozen or so in with a chance as they swung left-handed down the hill. Candlestick was third going to the second last when the leader got too close to the hurdle, hit the top and fell in a flurry of legs. Huw Walker pulled left to avoid the carnage and kicked Candlestick hard in the ribs.
It was one of those finishes that gives racing a good name. Four horses jumped the final flight abreast and the jockeys almost disappeared in a whirl of arms and whips as they strove to get the final effort from their mounts. There was no question that, this time, Candlestick was trying his best with Huw Walker driving hard for the finish line. His labors were well rewarded as they flashed past the post to win by a head.
Pleased, I walked back to the paddock to see the horse come back in, only to find that the trainer Bill Burton was looking like thunder. It seemed that a win was not in his game plan. If he’s not careful, I thought, he will confirm to all those watching that the rumors are true.
I leaned on the rail, watching Bill Burton and Huw Walker unsaddle the sweating horse. The steam rose in great clouds from the animal’s hindquarters, but even this did not hide the animosity between the two men. They seemed oblivious of the thousands around them as they stood toe to toe beside the horse, shouting insults at each other. From where I was standing, I couldn’t hear the complete exchange, but I clearly caught a few “bastard”s, as well as some other, less flattering adjectives. The confrontation appeared to be heading towards violence when an official stepped between them and pulled Bill Burton away.
Huw looked in my direction, saw me, shrugged his shoulders, winked and then smiled broadly as he went past me to be weighed.
I was standing there wondering what to make of all that when I was slapped hard on my back. Chris Beecher, midforties, balding and overweight. A journalist and a pain in the neck—and the back.
“How’s that fancy hook of yours?”
He didn’t seem to realize that it was one of those questions one shouldn’t ask. Rather like inquiring if that strawberry birthmark on your face goes brown in the sun. Some things were best left alone. But Chris Beecher made his living hurting other people’s feelings. Gossip columnist was his official title. Rumormonger would have been more accurate. He was responsible for the Diary page in The Pump, a daily and Sunday newspaper that I’d been at odds with some years ago. Half of what he wrote was pure fiction, but there was enough truth in the rest that many believed it all. To my knowledge, he had been the direct cause of two divorces and one attempted suicide during the previous twelve months.
My fancy hook, as he called it, was a highly expensive, myoelectric false left hand. What the jagged horseshoe had started had been well and truly finished by a sadistic villain and I was now the proud owner of a state-of-the-art, twenty-first-century hook. In truth, I had learned to do most things one-handed, but I tended to wear the false limb as a cosmetic defense against people’s stares.
“Fully charged and ready for action,” I said, turning and offering my left hand for a shake.
“Not bloody likely! You’ll crush my fingers with that thing.”
“I’m good at picking up eggs,” I lied. In truth, I had broken dozens of the bloody things.
“I don’t care,”he said. “I’ve heard stories on the grapevine of you hitting people with that and, by all accounts, they stay hit.”
It was true. I’d broken a couple of jaws. No point in fighting clean when I had a ready-made club firmly attached below my left elbow.
“What do you make of that little exchange between trainer and jockey?” he asked, with apparent innocence.
“Don’t know what you mean.”
“Ah, come off it,” he said. “Everyone must have seen that tiff.”
“What’s the story, then?” I asked, equally innocently.
“Obvious. Walker won when he wasn’t meant to. No stable money on the nose. Bloody fool.”
“Who?” I asked. “Walker or Burton?”
“Good question. Both of them, I suppose. I’ll be surprised if the Stewards don’t have them in, or the Jockey Club. Fancy a beer?”
“Some other time. I promised my father-in-law I’d go have a drink with him.”
“Ex-father-in-law,” he corrected.
“No secrets on the racetrack, not from you, anyway.”
“Now you’re really joking. I couldn’t beat a secret out of you if you didn’t want to tell. I’ve heard that on the grapevine, too.”
He had heard too much, I thought.
“How’s your love life?” he asked abruptly.
“None of your business.”
“See what I mean?” He tapped me on the chest. “Who’s Sid Halley screwing now? The best-kept secret in racing.”
He went off in search of easier prey. He was a big man who was used to throwing his considerable weight around. A bully who took pleasure in making people cry. I watched him go and wondered how he got to sleep at night.
But he had been accurate in one respect. Who Sid Halley was presently “screwing” was indeed one of the facts I tried to keep from the racetrack. The track was my place of work, my office. Apart from keeping my work and my pleasure separate, I knew from experience that I was vulnerable to threats being made against those I loved. Much safer for me, and for them, if their existence was unknown to my quarry.
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I made my way up to the private boxes in the grandstand. It was not as easy as it used to be as so-called security seems to get stiffer each year. The friendly gatemen, like Tom down by the parking lot entrance who knew every trainer and jockey by sight and many of the owners, too, were a dying breed. The new generation of youngsters, bused in from the big cities, has no knowledge of racing. My face, once the ticket to every part of any racetrack, was now just another in the crowd.
“Do you have a badge for a box?” asked a tall young man with spiky hair. He wore a dark blazer with EVENT SECURITY embroidered on the breast pocket.
“No, but I’m Sid Halley, and I’m going for a drink with Lord Enstone.”
“Sorry, sir.” He didn’t sound sorry. “Only those with passes can go up in this elevator.”
I felt foolish as I flashed my out-of-date jockey’s badge his way.
“Sorry, sir.” He sounded even less sorry and more determined. “That doesn’t get you through here.”
I was reprieved at that moment by the managing director of the racetrack, who I assumed was hurrying as usual from one minor crisis to another.
“Sid,” he said with genuine warmth, “how are you?”
“Fine, Edward,” I replied, shaking his hand. “But having a little difficulty getting up to Lord Enstone’s box.”
“Nonsense,” he said, winking at the young man. “Be a sad day for all of us when Sid Halley can’t get everywhere on this racetrack.”
He put his arm around my shoulder and guided me into the elevator.
“How’s the investigation business?” he asked as we rose to the fifth floor.
“Busy,” I said. “These days I seem to be working more and more away from the racetrack, but not this week, obviously.”
“Done a lot of good for racing, you have. If you need any help, just ask. I’ll send you a pass that’ll get you everywhere on this track, even my office.”
“How about the jockeys’ changing room?”
“Ah.” He knew as well as I did that the jockeys’ changing room was off-limits to everyone except the jockeys riding that day and their valets, the men who prepared their equipment and clothes. Even Edward wasn’t technically allowed in there on race days.
“Almost everywhere,” he laughed.
“Thanks.”
The doors opened and he rushed off.
 
LORD ENSTONE’S BOX was bursting at the seams. Surely all these people don’t have badges for this box, I thought as I forced my way in. They could obviously talk their way past the spikyhaired young man better than I.
Those lucky few with boxes at Cheltenham on Gold Cup day invariably found that they had all sorts of dear friends who wanted to come and visit. That these “dear friends” turned up only once a year didn’t seem to embarrass them at all.
A waitress offered me a glass of champagne. As a general rule, I held drinks in my real, right hand, but it made shaking hands so complicated, and I felt that I should use my left more to justify the large amount of money I had spent to acquire it. So I very carefully sent the correct impulses and the thumb of my left hand closed just enough around the stem of the glass. I had often shattered even the best crystal by not knowing how hard to grip with my unfeeling digits to prevent a glass from falling out. It could be humiliating.
Charles had spotted me across the throng and made his way to my side.
“Got a drink, good,” he said. “Come and see Jonny.”
We squeezed our way out onto the balcony that ran the length of the grandstand in front of the glass-fronted boxes. The view from here across the track and beyond to the hills was magnificent, even on a dull day.
Three men were standing close together at the far end of the balcony, their heads bowed as they talked. One of them was Jonny. Jonny was our host, Lord Enstone. Another was Jonny’s son, Peter. The third I knew only by reputation. I had never actually met George Lochs. He was in his thirties and already a big player in the Internet gambling business. His company, make-a-wager.com, while not being the market leader, was expanding rapidly and, with it, so was young George’s fortune.
I had once been commissioned by the Jockey Club to do a background check on him, a routine procedure for those applying for bookmaking licenses. He was the second son of a bookie’s runner from north London. He’d won a free scholarship to Harrow where, apparently, the other boys had laughed at his funny accent and the way he held his knife. But the young George had learned fast, conformed and flourished. Except that he hadn’t been called George then. He had been born Clarence Lochstein, named by his mother for the Duke of Clarence. Not Albert, Duke of Clarence, elder son of Edward VII, who supposedly died of pneumonia in 1892, although the rumors persist that he was poisoned to prevent his being arrested for being Jack the Ripper. Nor even for George, Duke of Clarence, the brother of Richard III who was convicted of treason and drowned in a vat of malmsey wine at the Tower of London in 1478. Clarence Lochstein had been named by his mother for the Duke of Clarence pub at the end of her road in Islington.
There were rumors that Clarence/George had been asked to leave Harrow for taking bets on the horses from the other boys and, it was said, from some of the staff. However, he still won a place at the London School of Economics. Clarence Lochstein/George Lochs was a bright chap.
“Can I introduce Sid Halley?” said Charles, oblivious to the private nature of the men’s conversation.
George Lochs jumped. While his reputation had reached me, mine had also clearly reached him.
It was a reaction I was quite used to. It’s a bit like when a police car stops behind you at a traffic light. A strange feeling of guilt inevitably comes over you even when you’ve done nothing wrong. Do they know that I was speeding five minutes ago? Are my tires legal? Should I have had that second glass of wine? Only when the police car turns off or passes by does the heartbeat begin to return to normal, the palms of the hands stop sweating.
“Sid. Good. Glad you could come.” Lord Enstone smiled broadly. “Have you met George Lochs? George, Sid.”
We shook hands and looked into each other’s eyes. His palm was not noticeably damp and his face gave nothing away.
“And you know my son, Peter,” he said.
I had met him once or twice on racetracks. We nodded in recognition. Peter was an averagely competent amateur jockey in his early thirties who had for some years enjoyed limited success, mostly in races reserved for amateur riders.
“Do you have a ride in the Foxhunters later?” I asked him.
“I wish,” he said. “Couldn’t convince an owner to put me up.”
“What about your father’s horses?” I asked, giving his father a wink.
“No bloody chance,” said Peter with a halfhearted smile. “Mean old bastard won’t let me ride them.”
“If the boy wants to break his neck riding in races, that’s his business, but I don’t want to aid and abet him,” said Jonny, ruffling his son’s blond hair. “I’d never forgive myself.”
Peter pulled his head away from his father’s hand with irritation and stomped off through the doorway. It was clearly a topic much discussed in the past.
“Charles, take young George here inside and find him a glass of fizz,” said Lord Enstone. “I want to have a word with Sid in private.”
It was clear that young George didn’t actually want to be taken off for a glass of fizz, or anything else.
“Promise, I won’t listen,” he said with a smile, standing his ground.
“Dead right, you won’t.” Enstone was losing his cool and with it his cultured RP accent. “Jist gan’ in there with Charlie, bonnie lad, I’m askin’, OK?” Pure Geordie.
A few years previous, I had also done a check on him for a horse-owning syndicate that he had wanted to join. Jonny Enstone was a builder. He had left school in Newcastle aged sixteen to become an apprentice bricklayer with J. W. Best Ltd, a small, local general construction company owned by the father of a school friend. Within two years, he was running the business and, soon after, he bought out the friend’s father. Expansion was rapid and, under the banner THE J. W. BEST BUILT HOUSE YOU’LL EVER BUY, Best Houses marched north, south and west, covering the country with smart little three-and four-bedroomed boxes from Glasgow to Plymouth and beyond. Jonny Enstone had become Sir John, then Lord Enstone, but he still had his hands on his business. He was famous for arriving very early one dark morning at a building site some two hundred miles from his home and personally firing anyone who was even a minute late at seven o’clock. He then removed the jacket of his pin-striped suit, rolled up the sleeves of his starched white shirt and worked the whole day in place of his fired bricklayer.
“Now, Sid,” RP fully restored, “I need you to find out something for me.”
“I’ll try,” I said.
“I’ll pay you proper rates. I want you to find out why my horses aren’t winning when they should be.”
It was something I was regularly asked to do. I inwardly sighed. Most owners think their horses should be winning more often than they do. It’s a matter of “I paid good brass for the damn thing, so why doesn’t it start repaying?”
“I think,” he went on, “my jockey and trainer are stopping them.”
That was what they all thought.
“Move them to another trainer.” I was doing myself out of a commission.
“It’s not as simple as that, young man. I tell you, my horses are not just not winning when they should, they’re running to orders that aren’t mine. I feel I’m being used and I don’t like it.” I could suddenly see the real Jonny Enstone beneath the Savile Row exterior: powerful, determined, even dangerous.
“I’m in racing because I like to win,” he emphasized the word. “It’s not the money that’s important, it’s the winning.”
Why was it, I thought, that it was always those with plenty of it who believed that money was not important. To the hard-up punter, a place bet on a long-priced runner-up was much better than an ultra-short-priced winner.
Peter returned with a fresh glass of champagne for his father as a peace offering, their earlier little spat obviously forgiven.
“Thanks, Peter,” said Lord Enstone. He took a sip of the golden fluid.
“Who trains your horses?” I asked. “And who rides them?”
“Bill Burton and Huw Walker.”
 
I STAYED to watch the Gold Cup from Lord Enstone’s box. The balcony was heaving with bodies pressed up against the front rail as everyone strove to get a view of the supreme challenge for a steeplechaser, three and a quarter miles over twenty-two fences, all horses carrying the same weight. The winner of the Cheltenham Gold Cup was a true champion.
I had ridden eight times in this race and I knew all too well the nervous anticipation being experienced by the jockeys as they paraded in front of the packed grandstands. This was one of only two or three really big jump races in the year that put the winning horse and jockey into the history books. For a horse to win this race more than once was the stuff of dreams. Winning it three times put the animal into the legend category.
Oven Cleaner, in spite of his name, was aiming to join the legends.
He was a big gray horse and I watched him canter down to the start with the others. I wondered if I would ever stop being envious of those doing what I still longed to do. I had not been born to the saddle and had never sat on a horse until I was sixteen, when my widowed mother, dying of kidney cancer, had taken me to be apprenticed to a Newmarket trainer simply because I was very small for my age and I would soon be an orphan. But I had taken to riding like the proverbial duck to water. I found the bond between horse and rider exhilarating, especially when I realized that I could read their minds. When I discovered that they could also read mine, I knew I was part of a winning combination.
And so it had been until it all fell apart. A jockey feels a horse not through his feet in the stirrups nor through his arse on the saddle but through his hands on the reins connecting like power cables to the horse’s mouth, transmitting commands and data in both directions. With only one hand, it was like a battery with only one end. Useless—no circuit, no transmission, no data, no go. At least, no go fast, which is what racehorses and jockeys are supposed to do.
I watched the field of the best steeplechasers in the world gallop past the stands on the first circuit and positively ached to be among them. It had been ten years, but it felt like only yesterday that I had been.
Oven Cleaner cleaned up. In his trademark manner, he looked to all to have left his run too late, but, to a deafening roar from his tens of thousands of faithful supporters, he charged up the hill to win by a whisker.
The crowd went wild, cheering and shouting and even throwing their soggy hats into the air. The big gray nodded his head in approval as he took in the applause on the walk to the winner’s unsaddling enclosure. He was a hero and he knew it. Grown men cried with joy and hugged their neighbors, whether they knew them or not. The only unhappy faces were the bookies who would lose a fortune. Oven Cleaner was a national icon, and housewives had bet the housekeeping money and children had loaded their allowances on his nose. “The Cleaner,” as he was affectionately known, was a god among racehorses.
The cheering rose to a new height as the legend was led into the unsaddling enclosure by his euphoric lady owner.
Then the legend died.
 
TEARS OF JOY turned to tears of despair as the much-loved champion suddenly stumbled and collapsed on the grass, pulling down his owner and pinning her leg under his half-ton bulk. The crowd fell silent, save for a group of celebrating punters at the back still unaware of the unfolding tragedy. The screams of the horse’s owner, her ankle trapped and crushed, eventually cut through to them, too, and they were hushed.
Oven Cleaner had given his all. His heart, so strong in carrying him up the Cheltenham hill to victory, had failed him in his moment of triumph.
Willing hands managed to free the poor owner, but she refused to leave for medical treatment for her broken ankle, cradling the horse’s head in her lap and crying the inconsolable tears of the bereaved.
I watched a vet examine the animal. He placed a stethoscope to the gray-haired chest and listened for a few seconds. He stood up, pursed his lips and shook his head. No paramedics, no mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, no defibrillator pads, no cardiac massage, just a shake of the head.
A team of men hurried in with green canvas screens that they set up around the still-steaming bulk. No screens, I thought, for the poor human victim who had died on the same spot not three hours before. But the screens were not really necessary. Whereas earlier the crowd had grown to watch the human drama, now they turned away, not wanting to witness the sad end of such a dear friend.
 
DEEP GLOOM DESCENDED on the racetrack. It was not helped by an objection from the clerk of the scales because Oven Cleaner’s jockey had failed to weigh in.
“How could I?” he protested. “My bleeding saddle is still on the bleeding horse halfway to the bleeding glue factory.”
The “bleeding saddle” in question had, in fact, been removed by the trainer when the horse had collapsed and had been placed out of sight under the cloth-covered table used for the presentations of the trophies. An uncommon amount of good sense broke out when it was agreed by the Stewards that the jockey, finally reunited with his saddle, could weigh in late.
I wondered what the rule would have been if the jockey had died instead of the horse. Could his lifeless corpse be carried to the scales? Dead weight. I smiled at the thought and received some stern looks for being so cheerful at a time of national mourning.
The fourth race on Gold Cup day is the Foxhunter Steeple Chase, often referred to as the amateur riders’ gold cup. The favorite won but returned to almost silent grandstands. The will to cheer had gone out of the crowd, which politely applauded the winner’s return.
“Where’s that bloody jockey of mine?” Bill Burton was asking anyone and everyone outside the weighing room.
“Huw Walker?” I asked as Bill hurried towards me.
“Bloody unreliable bastard, that’s what he is. Gone bloody AWOL. Have you seen him, Sid?” I shook my head. “He’s due to ride Leaded Light in the next, but I can’t find him. I’ll have to declare another jockey.” He went back inside to change his declaration.
Leaded Light was beaten into second place in a close finish that should have had the crowd on their feet shouting. Such was the mood that the jockey on the winner didn’t even look happy at having won. Many of the crowd had already departed and I, too, decided I’d had enough. I opted to wait for Charles at his car in the hope that he would also want to leave before the last race.
I was making my way past the rows of outside broadcast TV vans when a wide-eyed young woman came stumbling towards me. She was unable to speak, but she pointed down the gap between two of the vans.
She had found Huw Walker.
He sat leaned up against the wheel of one of the vans, looking at me with an expression of surprise. Except that his staring eyes were not seeing, and never would again.
He was still wearing his riding clothes, breeches, lightweight riding boots and a thin, white turtleneck top worn under a blue anorak to keep out the rain and the March chill. His anorak hung open so that I could clearly see the three closely grouped bullet wounds in the middle of his chest, showing red against the white cotton. I knew what one bullet could do to a man’s guts, as I had myself once carelessly been on the receiving end, but these three were closer to the heart and there seemed little doubt as to the cause of death.
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