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Blood ties can mean trouble, chains and fatal obligation. The tie of twins, inescapably strongest. My twin, my bond.

My sister Holly, sprung into the world ten minutes after myself on Christmas morning with bells ringing over frosty fields and hope still wrapped in beckoning parcels, my sister Holly had through thirty years been cot-mate, puppy-companion, boxing target and best friend. Consecutively, on the whole.

My sister Holly came to Cheltenham races and intercepted me between weighing room and parade ring when I went out to ride in a three-mile steeplechase.

“Kit!” she said intensely, singling me out from among the group of other jockeys with whom I walked, and standing four-square and portentously in my way.

I stopped. The other jockeys walked on, parting like water round a rock. I looked at the lines of severe strain in her normally serene face and jumped in before she could say why she’d come.

“Have you any money with you?” I said.

“What? What for?” She wasn’t concentrating on my  question but on some inner scenario of obvious doom.

“Have you?” I insisted.

“Well . . . but that’s not . . .”

“Go to the Tote,” I said. “Put all you’ve got on my horse to win. Number 8. Go and do it.”

“But I don’t—”

“Go and do it,” I interrupted. “Then go to the bar and with what’s left buy yourself a triple gin. Then come and meet me in the winners’ enclosure.”

“No, that’s not—”

I said emphatically, “Don’t put your disaster between me and that winning post.”

She blinked as if awakening, taking in my helmet and the colors I wore beneath my husky, looking toward the departing backs of the other jockeys and understanding what I meant.

“Right?” I said.

“Right.” She swallowed. “All right.”

“Afterward,” I said.

She nodded. The doom, the disaster, dragged at her eyes.

“I’ll sort it out,” I promised. “After.”

She nodded dumbly and turned away, beginning almost automatically to open her shoulder bag to look for money. Doing what her brother told her, even after all these years. Coming to her brother, still, for her worst troubles to be fixed. Even though she was four years married, those patterns of behavior, established in a parentless childhood, still seemed normal to us both.

I’d sometimes wondered what difference it would have made to her if she had been the elder by that crucial ten minutes. Would she have been motherly? Bossy, perhaps. She felt safer, she’d said, being the younger.

I walked on toward the parade ring, putting consciously out of my mind the realization that whatever the trouble this time, it was bad. She had come, for a start, 150 miles  from Newmarket to see me, and she disliked driving.

I shook my head, physically throwing her out. The horse ahead, the taxing job in hand had absolute and necessary priority. I was primarily no one’s brother. I was primarily Kit Fielding, steeplechase jockey, some years champion, some years not, sharing the annual honor with another much like myself, coming out top when one’s bones didn’t break, bowing to fate when they did.

I wore the colors of a middle-aged princess of a dispossessed European monarchy, a woman of powerful femininity whose skin was weathering toward sunset like cracked glaze on porcelain. Sable coat, as usual, swinging from narrow shoulders. Glossy dark hair piled high. Plain gold earrings. I walked toward her across the parade ring grass; smiled, bowed, and briefly shook the offered glove.

“Cold day,” she said; her consonants faintly thick, vowel sounds pure English, intonation as always pleasant.

I agreed.

“And will you win?” she asked.

“With luck.”

Her smile was mostly in the eyes. “I will expect it.”

We watched her horse stalk round the ring, its liver chestnut head held low, the navy rug with gold embroidered crest covering all else from withers to tail. North Face, she’d named it, from her liking for mountains, and a suitably bleak, hard and difficult customer he’d turned out to be. Herring-gutted, ugly, bad-tempered, moody. I’d ridden him in his three-year-old hurdles, his first races, and on over hurdles at four, five and six. I’d ridden him in his novice steeplechases at seven and through his prime at eight and nine. He tolerated me when he felt like it and I knew his every mean move. At ten he was still an unpredictable rogue, and as clever a jumper as a cat. He had won thirty-eight races over the years and I’d ridden him in all but one. Twice to my fury he had purposefully dropped his shoulder and dislodged me in the parade ring.  Three times we had fallen together on landing, he, each time, getting unhurt to his feet and departing at speed with indestructible legs, indestructible courage, indestructible will to win. I loved him and hated him and he was as usual starting favorite.

The princess and I had stood together in such a way in parade rings more often than one could count, as she rarely kept fewer than twenty horses in training and I’d ridden them constantly for ten years. She and I had come to the point of almost monosyllabic but perfectly understood conversation and, as far as I could tell, mutual trust and regard. She called me “Kit,” and I called her “Princess” (at her request), and we shared a positive and quite close friendship, which nevertheless began and ended at the racecourse gates. If we met outside, as occasionally happened, she was considerably more formal.

We stood alone together in the parade ring, as so often, because Wykeham Harlow, who trained North Face, suffered from migraine. The headaches, I’d noticed, occurred most regularly on the coldest days, which might have been a truly physical phenomenon, but also they seemed to develop in severity in direct ratio to the distance between his armchair and the day’s racing. Wykeham Harlow trained south of London and very seldom now made the northwesterly traverse to Cheltenham: he was growing old and wouldn’t confess he was nervous about driving home in the winter dark.

The signal was given for the jockeys to mount, and Dusty, the traveling head lad who nowadays deputized for Wykeham more often than not, removed North Face’s rug with a flick and gave me a deft leg-up into the saddle.

The princess said, “Good luck,” and I said cheerfully, “Thank you.”

No one in jump racing said “Break a leg” instead of “Good luck,” as they did in the theater. Break a leg was all too depressingly possible.

North Face was feeling murderous: I sensed it the moment I sat on his back and put my feet in the irons. The telepathy between that horse and myself was particularly strong always, and I simply cursed him in my mind and silently told him to shut up and concentrate on winning, and we went out onto the windy track with the mental dialogue continuing unabated.

One had to trust that the urge to race would overcome his grouchiness once the actual contest started. It almost always did, but there had been days in the past when he’d refused to turn on the enthusiasm until too late. Days, like this one, when his unfocused hatred flowed most strongly.

There was no way of cajoling him with sweet words, encouraging pats, pulling his ears. None of that pleased him. A battle of wills was what he sought, and that, from me, was what he habitually got.

We circled at the starting point, seven runners in all, while the roll was called and girths were tightened. Waited, with jockeys’ faces turning pale blue in the chilly November wind, for the seconds to tick away to start-time, lining up in no particular order as there were no draws or stalls in jump races, watching for the starter to raise the tapes and let us go.

North Face’s comment on the proceedings took the form of a lowered head and arched back, and a kick like a bronco’s. The other riders cursed and kept out of his way, and the starter told me to stay well to the rear.

It was the big race of the day, though heavier in prestige than prize money, an event in which the sponsor, a newspaper, was getting maximum television coverage for minimum outlay. The Sunday Towncrier Trophy occurred annually on a Saturday afternoon (naturally) for full coverage in the Sunday Towncrier itself the next morning, with self-congratulatory prose and dramatic pictures jostling scandals on the front page. Dramatic pictures of Fielding being bucked off before the start were definitely  not going to be taken. I called the horse a bastard, a sod and a bloody pig, and in that gentlemanly fashion the race began.

He was mulish and reluctant and we got away slowly, trailing by ten lengths after the first few strides. It didn’t help that the start was in plain view of the stands instead of decently hidden in some far corner. He gave another two bronco kicks to entertain the multitude, and there weren’t actually many horses who could manage that while approaching the first fence at Cheltenham.

He scrambled over that fence, came almost to a halt on landing and bucked again before setting off, shying against coercion from the saddle both bodily and, clearly, in mind.

Two full circuits ahead. Nineteen more jumps. A gap between me and the other runners of embarrassing and lengthening proportions. I sent him furious messages: race, you bastard, race, or you’ll end up as dogmeat, I’ll personally kill you, you bastard, and if you think you’ll get me off, think again, you’re taking me all the way, you sod, so get on with it, start racing, you sod, you bastard, you know you like it, so get going . . .

We’d been through it before, over and over, but he’d never been worse. He ignored all take-off signals at the second fence and made a mess of it and absolutely refused to gallop properly round the next bend.

Once in the past when he’d been in this mood I’d tried simply not fighting him but letting him sort out his own feelings, and he’d brought himself to a total halt within a few strides. Persevering was the only way: waiting until the demonic fit burned itself out.

He stuck his toes in as we approached the next fence as if the downhill slope there alarmed him, which I knew it didn’t; and over the next, the water jump, he landed with his head down by his feet and his back arched, a configuration almost guaranteed to send a jockey flying.  I knew his tricks so well that I was ready for him and stayed in the saddle, and after that jolly little maneuver we were more than three hundred yards behind the other horses and seriously running out of time.

My feelings about him rose to somewhere near absolute fury. His sheer pigheadedness was again going to lose us a race we could easily have won, and as on other similar occasions I swore to myself that I’d never ride the brute again, never. Not ever. Never. I almost believed I meant it.

As if he’d been a naughty child who knew its tantrums had gone too far, he suddenly began to race. The bumpy uneven stride went smooth, the rage faded away, the marvelous surge of fighting spirit returned, as it always did in the end. But we were a furlong and a half to the rear, and to come from more than three hundred yards behind and still win meant theoretically that one could have won by the same margin if one had tried from the start. A whole mile had been wasted; two left for retrieval. Hopeless.

Never give up, they say.

Yard by flying yard over the second circuit we clawed back the gap, but we were still ten lengths behind the last tired and trailing horse in front as we turned toward the final two fences. Passed him over the first of them. No longer last, but that was hardly what mattered. Five horses in front, all still on their feet after the long contest, all intent on the final uphill battle.

All five went over the last fence in front of North Face. He must have gained twenty feet in the air. He landed and strode away with smooth athletic power as if sticky bronco jumps were the peccadillo another horse altogether.

I could dimly hear the crowd roaring, which one usually couldn’t. North Face put his ears back and galloped with a flat, intense, bloody-minded stride, accelerating toward  the place he knew was his, that he’d so willfully rejected, that he wanted in his heart.

I flattened myself forward to the line of his neck to cut the wind resistance; kept the reins tight, my body still, my weight steady over his shoulders, all the urging a matter of mind and hands, a matter of giving that fantastic racing creature his maximum chance.

The others were tiring, the incline slowing them drastically as it did always to so many. North Face swept past a bunch of them as they wavered and there was suddenly only one in front, one whose jockey thought he was surely winning and had half dropped his hands.

One could feel sorry for him, but he was a gift from heaven. North Face caught him at a rush a bare stride from the winning post, and I knew for a certainty at once that we had won.

Too close for comfort, I thought, pulling up. Reprieved on the scaffold.

There was nothing coming from the horse’s mind now: just a general sort of haze that in a human one would have interpreted as smugness. Most good horses knew when they’d won: filled their lungs and raised their heads with pride. Some were definitely depressed when they lost. Guilt they never felt, nor shame nor regret nor compassion: North Face would dump me next time if he could.

The princess greeted us in the unsaddling enclosure with starry eyes and a flush on her cheeks. Stars for success, I diagnosed, and the flush from earlier embarrassment. I unbuckled the girths, slid the saddle over my arm and paused briefly before going to weigh in, my head near to hers.

“Well done,” she said.

I smiled slightly. “I expected curses.”

“He was especially difficult.”

“And brilliant.”

“There’s a trophy.”

“I’ll come right out,” I said, and left her to the flocking newsmen, who liked her and treated her reverently, on the whole.

I passed the scales. The jockey I’d beaten at the last second was looking ashamed, but it was his own fault, as well he knew. The Stewards might fine him. His owners might sack him. No one else paid much attention either to his loss or to my win. The past was the past: the next race was what mattered.

I gave my helmet and saddle to the valet, changed into different colors, weighed out, put the princess’s colors back on, on top of those I would carry in the next race, combed my hair and went out dutifully for the speeches. It always seemed a shame to me when the presentation photographs were taken with the jockey not wearing the winner’s colors, and for owners I cared for I did whenever possible appear with the right set on top. It cost me nothing but a couple of minutes, and it was more satisfactory, I thought.

The racecourse (in the shape of the chairman of directors) thanked the Sunday Towncrier for its generosity and the Sunday Towncrier (in the shape of its proprietor, Lord Vaughnley) said it was a pleasure to support National Hunt racing and all who sailed in her.

Cameras clicked.

There was no sign anywhere of Holly.

The proprietor’s lady, thin, painted and good-natured, stepped forward in smooth couturier clothes to give a foot-high gilded statue of a town crier (medieval version) to the princess, amid congratulation and hand-shaking. The princess accepted also a smaller gilt version on behalf of Wykeham Harlow, and in my turn I received the smile, the handshake, the congratulations and the attentions of the cameras, but not, to my surprise, my third set of golden Towncrier cuff links.

“We were afraid you might win them again,” Lady Vaughnley explained sweetly. “So this year it’s a figure like the others,” and she pressed warmly into my hands a little golden man calling out the news to the days before printing.

I genuinely thanked her. I had more cuff links already than shirts with cuffs to take them.

“What a finish you gave us,” she said, smiling. “My husband is thrilled. Like an arrow from nowhere, he said.”

“We were lucky.”

I looked automatically to her shoulder, expecting to greet also her son, who at all other Towncriers had accompanied his parents, hovering around and running errands, willing, nice-natured, on the low side of average for brains.

“Your son isn’t with you?” I asked.

Most of Lady Vaughnley’s animation went into eclipse. She glanced swiftly and uncomfortably across to her husband, who hadn’t heard my remark, and said unhappily, “No, not today.”

“I’m sorry,” I said; not for Hugh Vaughnley’s absence, but for the obvious row in the family. She nodded and turned away, blinking, and I thought fleetingly that the trouble must be new and bad, near the surface of tears.

The princess invited Lord and Lady Vaughnley to her box and they happily accepted.

“You as well, Kit,” she said.

“I’m riding in the next race.”

“Come after.”

“Yes. Thank you.”

Everyone left their trophies on the presentation table to be taken away for engraving and I returned to the changing room as the princess moved away with the Vaughnleys.

She always asked me to her box, because she liked to discuss her horses and what they’d done, and she had a  loving and knowledgeable interest in all of them. She liked most to race where she rented a private box, namely at Cheltenham, Ascot, Sandown, Newbury and Lingfield, and she went only to other courses where she had standing invitations from box-endowed friends. She was not democratic to the point of standing on the open stands and yelling.

I came out in the right colors for the next race and found Holly fiercely at my elbow immediately.

“Have you collected your winnings?” I asked.

“I couldn’t reach you,” she said disgustedly. “All those officials, keeping everyone back, and the crowds . . .”

“Look, I’m sorry. I’ve got to ride again now.”

“Straight after, then.”

“Straight after.”

My mount in that race, in contrast to North Face, was unexciting, unintelligent and of only run-of-the-mill ability. Still, we tried hard, finished third, and seemed to give moderate pleasure to owners and trainer. Bread and butter for me; expenses covered for them. The basic fabric of jump racing.

I weighed in and changed rapidly into street clothes, and Holly was waiting when I came out.

“Now, Kit . . .”

“Um,” I said. “The princess is expecting me.”

“No! Kit!” She was exasperated.

“Well . . . it’s my job.”

“Don’t come to the office, you mean?”

I relented. “OK What’s the matter?”

“Have you seen this?” She pulled a page torn from a newspaper called the Daily Flag out of her shoulder bag. “Has anyone said anything in the weighing room?”

“No and no,” I said, taking the paper and looking where she was pointing with an agitated stabbing finger. “I don’t read that rag.”

“Nor do we, for God’s sake. Just look at it.”

I glanced at the paragraph that was boxed by heavy red lines on a page entitled “Intimate Details,” a page well known to contain information varying from stale to scurrilous and to be intentionally geared to stirring up trouble.

“It’s yesterday’s,” I said, looking at the date.

“Yes, yes. Read it.”

I read the piece. It said:Folk say the skids are under Robertson (Bobby) Allardeck (32), racehorse trainer son of tycoon Maynard Allardeck (50). Never Daddy’s favorite (they’re not talking), Bobby’s bought more than he can pay for, naughty boy, and guess who won’t be coming to the rescue. Watch this space for more.





Robertson (Bobby) Allardeck (32) was my sister Holly’s husband.

“It’s libelous,” I said. “Bobby can sue.”

“What with?” Holly demanded. “We can’t afford it. And we might not win.”

I looked at the worry in her normally unlined face.

“Is it true, then?” I said.

“No. Yes. In a way. Of course he’s bought things he can’t pay for. Everyone does. He’s bought horses. It’s yearling sale time, dammit. Every trainer buys yearlings he can’t pay for. It’s natural, you know that.”

I nodded. Trainers bought yearlings at auction for their owners, paying compulsorily for them on the spot and relying on the owners to reimburse them fairly soon. Sometimes the owners backed out after a yearling had been bought; sometimes trainers bought an extra animal or two to bring on themselves and have ready for a later sale at a profit. Either way, at sale time, it was more common than not to borrow thousands short-term from one’s bank.

“How many has Bobby bought that he can’t sell?” I asked.

“He’ll sell them in the end, of course,” she said, staunchly.

Of course. Probably. Perhaps.

“But now?”

“Three. We’ve got three.”

“Total damage?”

“More than a hundred thousand.”

“The bank paid for them?”

She nodded. “It’s not that it won’t be all right in the end, but where did that disgusting rag get the information from? And why put it in the paper at all? I mean, it’s pointless.”

“And what’s happened?” I asked.

“What’s happened is that everyone we owe money to has telephoned demanding to be paid. I mean, horrible threats, really, about taking us to court. All day yesterday . . . and this morning the feed merchant rang and said he wouldn’t deliver any more feed unless we paid our bill and we’ve got thirty horses munching their heads off, and the owners are on the line nonstop asking if Bobby’s going to go on training or not and making veiled hints about taking their horses away.”

I was skeptical. “All this reaction from that one little paragraph?”

“Yes.” She was suddenly close to tears. “Someone pushed the paper through the letterboxes of half the tradesmen in Newmarket, open at that page with that paragraph outlined in red, just like this. The blacksmith showed me. It’s his paper. He came to shoe some of the horses and made us pay him first. Made a joke of it. But all the same, he meant it. Not everyone’s been so nice.”

“And I suppose you can’t simply just pay everyone off and confound them?”

“You know we can’t. The bank manager would bounce  the checks. We have to do it gradually, like we always do. Everyone will get paid, if they wait.”

Bobby and Holly lived in fairly usual fashion at permanent full stretch of their permitted overdraft, juggling the incoming checks from the owners with the outgoing expenses of fodder, wages, overheads and taxes. Owners sometimes paid months late, but the horses had to be fed and the lads’ wages found to the minute. The cash flow tended to suffer from air locks.

“Well,” I said, “go for another triple gin while I talk to the princess.”
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The Princess Casilia, Mme. de Brescou (to give her her full title), had as usual asked a few friends to lunch with her to watch the races, and her box contained, besides herself and the Vaughnleys, a small assortment of furs and tweeds, all with inhabitants I’d formerly met on similar occasions.

“You know everyone, don’t you?” the princess said, and I nodded, “Yes,” although I couldn’t remember half their names.

“Tea?” she asked.

“Yes, thank you.”

The same waitress as usual smoothly gave me a full cup, smiling. No milk, no sugar, slice of lemon, as always.

The princess had had a designer decorate her boxes at racecourses and they were all the same: pale peach hessian on the walls, coffee-colored carpet and a glass-topped dining table surrounded by comfortable chairs. By late afternoon, my habitual visiting time, the table had been pushed to one side and bore not lunch but plates of sandwiches, creamy pastries, assorted alcohol, a box of cigars. The princess’s friends tended to linger long after the last races had been run.

One of the women guests picked up a plate of small delicious-looking cakes and offered it to me.

“No, thank you,” I said mildly. “Not this minute.”

“Not ever,” the princess told her friend. “He can’t eat those. And don’t tempt him. He’s hungry.”

The friend looked startled and confused. “My dear! I never thought. And he’s so tall.”

“I eat a lot,” I said. “But just not those.”

The princess, who had some idea at least of the constant struggle I had to stay down at a body weight of ten stone (140 pounds, or 63.5 kilos, according to country), gave me a glimmering look through her eyelashes, expressing disbelief.

The friend was straightforwardly curious. “What do you eat most of?” she asked. “If not cake.”

“Lobster, probably,” I said.

“Good heavens.”

Her male companion gave me a critical glance from above a large mustache and long front teeth.

“Left it a bit late in the big race, didn’t you, what?” he said.

“I’m afraid so, yes.”

“Couldn’t think what you were doing out there, fiddling about at the back. You nearly bungled it entirely, what? The princess was most uncomfortable, I can tell you, as we all had our money on, of course.”

The princess said, “North Face can behave very badly, Jack. I told you. He has such a mind of his own. Sometimes it’s hard to get him to race.”

“It’s the jockey’s job to get him to race,” Jack said to me with a touch of belligerence. “Don’t you agree, what?”

“Yes,” I said. “I do agree.”

Jack looked fractionally disconcerted and the princess’s lips twitched.

“And then you set him alight,” said Lord Vaughnley, overhearing. “Gave us a rousing finish. The sort of thing  a sponsor prays for, my dear fellow. Memorable. Something to talk about, to refer to. North Face’s finish in the Towncrier Trophy. Splendid, do you see?”

Jack saw, chose not to like it, drifted away. Lord Vaughnley’s gray eyes looked with bonhomie from his large bland face and he patted me with kindly meant approval on the shoulder.

“Third time in a row,” he said. “You’ve done us proud. Would you care, one Saturday night, to see the paper put to bed?”

“Yes,” I said, surprised. “Very much.”

“We might print a picture of you watching a picture of yourself go through the presses.”

More than bonhomie, I thought, behind the gray eyes: a total newspaperman’s mentality.

He was the proprietor of the Towncrier by inheritance, the fiftyish son of one of the old-style newspaper barons who had muscled onto the scene in the 1930s and brought new screaming life to millions of breakfasts. Vaughnley senior had bought a dying provincial weekly and turned it into a lusty voice read nationwide. He’d taken it to Fleet Street, seen the circulation explode, and in due course had launched a daily version, which still prospered despite sarcastic onslaughts from newer rivals.

The old man had been a colorful buccaneering entrepreneur. The son was quieter, a manager, an advertising man at heart. The Towncrier, once a raucous newssheet, had over the last ten years developed establishment leanings, a remarkable testimony of the handover from the elder personality to the younger.

I thought of Hugh Vaughnley, the son, next in the line: the sweet-tempered young man without strength, at present at odds, it appeared, with his parents. In his hands, if it survived at all, the Towncrier would soften to platitude, waffle and syrup.

The Daily Flag, still at the brassiest stage, and among  the Towncrier’s most strident opposition, had been recently bought after bitter financial intrigues by a thrusting financier in the ascendant, a man hungry, it was said, for power and a peerage, and taking a well-tried path toward both. The Flag was bustling, go-getting, stamping on sacrosanct toes and boasting of new readers daily.

Since I’d met Lord Vaughnley several times at various racing presentation dinners where annual honors were dished out to the fortunate (like champion jockeys, leading trainers, owners-of-the-year, and so on), and with Holly’s distress sharp in my mind, I asked him if he knew who was responsible for “Intimate Details” in the Flag.

“Responsible?” he repeated with a hint of holier-than-thou distaste. “Irresponsible, more like.”

“Irresponsible, then.”

“Why, precisely?” he asked.

“They’ve made an unprovoked and apparently pointless attack on my brother-in-law.”

“Hm,” Lord Vaughnley said. “Too bad. But, my dear fellow, pointless attacks are what the public likes to read. Destructive criticism sells papers, back-patting doesn’t. My father used to say that, and he was seldom wrong.”

“And to hell with justice,” I said.

“We live in an unkind world. Always have, always will. Christians to the lions, roll up, buy the best seats in the shade, gory spectacle guaranteed. People buy newspapers, my dear fellow, to see victims torn limb from limb. Be thankful it’s physically bloodless, we’ve advanced at least that far.” He smiled as if talking to a child. “ ‘Intimate Details,’ as you must know, is a composite affair, with a whole bunch of journalists digging out nuggets and also a network of informants in hospitals, mortuaries, night clubs, police stations and all sorts of less savory places telephoning in with the dirt and collecting their dues. We at the Towncrier do the same sort of thing. Every paper  does. Gossip columns would be nonstarters, my dear fellow, if one didn’t.”

“I’d like to know where the piece about my brother-in-law came from. Who told whom, if you see what I mean. And why.”

“Hm.” The gray eyes considered. “The editor of the  Flag is Sam Leggatt. You could ask him, of course, but even if he finds out from his staff, he won’t tell you. Head against brick wall, I’m afraid, my dear fellow.”

“And you approve,” I said, reading his tone. “Closing ranks, never revealing sources, and all that.”

“If your brother-in-law has suffered real positive harm,” he nodded blandly, “he should get his solicitor to send Sam Leggatt a letter announcing imminent prosecution for libel unless a retraction and an apology are published immediately. It sometimes works. Failing that, your brother-in-law might get a small cash settlement out of court. But do advise him, my dear fellow, against pressing for a full-fledged libel action with a jury. The Flag retains heavyweight lawyers and they play very rough. They would turn your brother-in-law’s most innocent secrets inside out and paint them dirty. He’d wish he’d never started. Friendly advice, my dear fellow, I do assure you.”

I told him about the paragraph being outlined in red and delivered by hand to the houses of tradespeople.

Lord Vaughnley frowned. “Tell him to look for the informant on his own doorstep,” he said. “Gossip column items often spring from local spite. So do stories about vicars and their mistresses.” He smiled briefly. “Good old spite. Whatever would the newspaper industry do without it.”

“Such a confession!” I said with mockery.

“We clamor for peace, honesty, harmony, common sense and equal justice for all,” he said. “I assure you we do, my dear fellow.”

“Yes,” I said. “I know.”

The princess touched Lord Vaughnley’s arm and invited him to go out onto the balcony to see the last race. He said, however, that he should return to the Towncrier’s guests, whom he had temporarily abandoned in a sponsors’ hospitality room, and, collecting his wife, he departed.

“Now, Kit,” said the princess. “While everyone is outside watching the race, tell me about North Face.”

We sat, as so often, in two of the chairs, and I told her without reservation what had happened between her horse and myself.

“I do wish,” she said thoughtfully, at the end, “that I had your sense of what horses are thinking. I’ve tried putting my head against their heads,” she smiled almost self-consciously, “but nothing happens. I get nothing at all. So how do you do it?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t think head to head would work, anyway. It’s just when I’m riding them, I seem to know. It’s not in words, not at all. It’s just there. It just seems to come. It happens to very many riders. Horses are telepathic creatures.”

She looked at me with her head on one side. “But you, Kit, you’re telepathic with people as well as horses. Quite often you’ve answered a question I was just going to ask. Quite disconcerting. How do you do it?”

I was startled. “I don’t know how.”

“But you know you do?”

“Well . . . I used to. My twin sister, Holly, and I were telepathic between ourselves at one time. Almost like an extra way of talking. But we’ve grown out of it, these last few years.”

“Pity,” she said. “Such an interesting gift.”

“It can’t logically exist.”

“But it does.” She patted my hand. “Thank you for today, although you and North Face between you almost stopped my heart.”

She stood up without haste, adept from some distant training at ending a conversation gracefully when she wished, and I stood also and thanked her formally for her tea. She smiled through the eyelashes, as she often did with everybody: not out of coquetry but in order, it seemed to me, to hide her private feelings.

She had a husband to whom she went home daily: M. Roland de Brescou, a Frenchman of aristocratic lineage, immense wealth and advanced age. I had met him twice, a frail white-haired figure in a wheelchair with an autocratic nose and little to say. I asked after his health occasionally: the princess replied always that he was well. Impossible ever to tell from her voice or demeanor what she felt about him: love, anxiety, frustration, impatience, joy . . . nothing showed.

“We run at Devon and Exeter, don’t we?” she said.

“Yes, Princess. Bernina and Icicle.”

“Good. I’ll see you there on Tuesday.”

I shook her hand. I’d sometimes thought, after a win such as that day’s, of planting a farewell kiss on her porcelain cheek. I liked her very much. She might consider it the most appalling liberty, though, and give me the sack, so in her own disciplined fashion I made her merely a sketch of a bow, and went away.

 

“You’ve been a hell of a long time,” Holly complained. “That woman treats you like a lap dog. It’s sickening.”

“Yeah . . . well . . . here I am.”

She had been waiting for me on her feet outside the weighing room in the cold wind, not snugly in a chair in the bar. The triple gin anyway had been a joke because she seldom drank alcohol, but that she couldn’t even sit down revealed the intensity of her worry.

The last race was over, the crowds streaming toward the car parks. Jockeys and trainers, officials and valets and pressmen bade each other good night all around us,  although it was barely three-forty in the afternoon and not yet dusk. Time to go home from the office. Work was work, even if the end product was entertainment. Leisure was a growth industry, so they said.

“Will you come home with me?” Holly said.

I had known for an hour that was what she would want.

“Yes,” I said.

Her relief was enormous but she tried to hide it with a cough, a joke and a jerky laugh. “Your car or mine?”

I’d thought it over. “We’ll both go to the cottage. I’ll drive us in your car from there.”

“OK.” She swallowed. “And Kit . . .”

“Save it,” I said.

She nodded. We’d had an ancient pact: never say thank you out loud. Thanks came in help returned, unstintingly and at once, when one needed it. The pact had faded into abeyance with her marriage but still, I felt, existed: and so did she, or she wouldn’t have come.

Holly and I were more alike in looks than many fraternal twins, but nowhere near identical Viola and Sebastian: Shakespeare, most rarely, got it wrong. We each had dark hair, curly. Each, lightish brown eyes. Each, flat ears, high foreheads, long necks, easily tanned skin. We had different noses and different mouths, though the same slant to the bone above the eye socket. We had never had an impression of looking into a mirror at the sight of the other, although the other’s face was more familiar to us than our own.

When we were two years old our young and effervescent parents left us with our grandparents, went for a winter holiday in the Alps and skied into an avalanche. Our father’s parents, devastated, had kept us and brought us up and couldn’t in many ways have been better, but Holly and I had turned inward to each other more than might have happened in a normal family. We had invented and spoken our own private language, as many such children  do, and from there had progressed to a speechless communication of minds. Our telepathy had been more a matter of knowing what the other was thinking than of deliberately planting thoughts in the other’s head. More reception than transmission, one might say: and it happened also without us realizing it, as over and over again when we’d been briefly apart we had done things like writing in the same hour to our Australian aunt, getting the same book out of the library, and buying identical objects on impulse. We had both, for instance, one day gone separately home with roller skates as a surprise birthday present for the other and hidden them in our grandmother’s wardrobe. Grandmother herself by that time hadn’t found it strange, as we’d done similar things too often, and she’d said that right from when we could talk if she asked, “Kit, where’s Holly?” or “Holly, where’s Kit?” we would always know, even if logically we couldn’t.

The telepathy between us not only had survived the stresses and upheavals of puberty and adolescence but had actually become stronger; also we were more conscious of it, and used it purposely when we wanted, and grew in young adulthood into a new dimension of friendship. Naturally we put up a front to the world of banter, sarcasm and sibling rivalry, but underneath we were solid, never doubting our private certainty.

When I’d left our grandparents’ house to buy a place of my own with my earnings, Holly had from time to time lived there with me, working away in London most of the time but returning as of right whenever she wished, both of us taking it for granted that my cottage was now her home also.

That state of affairs had continued until she fell in love with Bobby Allardeck and married him.

Even before the wedding the telepathy had begun to fade and fairly soon afterward it had more or less stopped.  I wondered for a while if she had shut down deliberately, and then realized it had been also my own decision: she was off on a new life and it wouldn’t have been a good idea to try to cling to her, or to intrude.

Four years on, the old habit had vanished to such an extent that I hadn’t felt a flicker of her present distress, where once I would somehow have had it in my mind and would have telephoned to find out if she was all right.

On our way out to the car park I asked her how much she’d won on North Face.

“My God,” she said, “you left that a bit late, didn’t you?”

“Mm.”

“Anyway, I went to put my money on the Tote but the lines were so long I didn’t bother and I went down onto the lawn to watch the race. Then when you were left so far behind I was glad I hadn’t backed you. Then those bookies on the rails began shouting five to one North Face. Five to one! I mean, you’d started at odds-on. There was a bit of booing when you came past the stands and it made me cross. You always do your best, they didn’t have to boo. So I walked over and got one of the bookies to take all my money at fives. It was a sort of gesture, I suppose. I won 125, which will pay the plumber, so thanks.”

“Did the plumber get ‘Intimate Details’?”

“Yes, he did.”

“Someone knows your life pretty thoroughly,” I said.

“Yes. But who? We were awake half the night wondering.” Her voice was miserable. “Who could hate us that much?”

“You haven’t just kicked out any grievance-laden employees?”

“No. We’ve a good lot of lads this year. Better than most.”

We arrived at her car and she drove me to where mine was parked.

“Is that house of yours finished yet?” she asked.

“Getting on.”

“You’re bizarre.”

I smiled. Holly liked things secure, settled and planned in advance. She thought it crazy that I’d bought on impulse the roofless shell of a one-story house from a builder who was going broke. He’d been in the local pub one night when I’d gone in for a steak: leaning on the bar and morosely drowning his sorrows in beer. He’d been building the house for himself, he said, but he’d no money left. All work on it had stopped.

I’d ridden horses for him in his better-off days and had known him for several years, so the next morning I’d gone with him to see the house; and I’d liked its possibilities and bought it on the spot, and engaged him to finish it for me, paying him week by week for work done. It was going to be a great place to live and I was going to move into it, finished or not, well before Christmas, as I’d already exchanged contracts on my old cottage and would have to leave there willy-nilly.

“I’ll follow you to the cottage,” Holly said. “And don’t drive like you won the Towncrier.”

We proceeded in sedate convoy to the racehorse-training village of Lambourn on the Berkshire Downs, leaving my car in its own garage there and setting off together on the hundred miles plus to the Suffolk town of Newmarket, headquarters of the racing industry.

I liked the informality of little Lambourn. Holly and Bobby swam easily in the grander pond. Or had, until a pike came along to snap them up.

I told her what Lord Vaughnley had said about demanding a retraction from the Flag’s editor, but not suing, and she said I’d better tell Bobby. She seemed a great deal more peaceful now that I was actually on the road  with her, and I thought she had more faith in my ability to fix things than I had myself. This was a lot different from beating up a boy who pinched her bottom twice at school. A little more shadowy than making a salesman take back the rotten car he’d conned her into buying.

She slept most of the way to Newmarket and I had no idea at all what I was letting myself in for.

 

We drove into the Allardeck stable yard at about eight o’clock and found it ablaze with lights and movement, when it should have been quiet and dark. A large horse trailer was parked in the center, all doors open, loading ramp down. Beside it stood an elderly man watching a stable-lad lead a horse toward the ramp. The door of the place where the horse had been dozing the night away shone as a wide open oblong of yellow behind him.

A few steps away from the horse trailer, lit as on a stage, were two men arguing with fists raised, arms gesticulating, voices clearly shouting.

One of them was my brother-in-law, Bobby. The other . . . ?

“Oh, my God,” Holly said. “That’s one of our owners. Taking his horses. And he owes us a fortune.”

She scrambled out of the car almost before I’d braked to a halt and ran toward the two men. Her arrival did nothing, as far as I could see, to cool the flourishing row, and to all intents they simply ignored her.

My calm-natured sister was absolutely no good at stalking into any situation and throwing her weight about. She thought privately that it was rather pleasant to cook and keep house and be a gentle old-fashioned woman: but then she was of a generation for whom that way was a choice, not a drudgery oppressively imposed.

I got out of the car and walked across to see what could be done. Holly ran back to meet me.

“Can you stop him?” she said urgently. “If he takes the horses, we’ll never get his money.”

I nodded.

The lad leading the horse had reached the ramp but the horse was reluctant to board. I walked over to the lad without delay, stood in his way, on the bottom of the ramp, and told him to put the horse back where he’d brought it from.

“What?” he said. He was young, small, and apparently astonished to see anyone materialize from the dark.

“Put it back in the stall, switch off the light, close the door. Do it now.”

“But Mr. Graves told me . . .”

“Just do it,” I said.

He looked doubtfully across to the two shouting men.

“Do you work here?” I said. “Or did you come with the horse trailer?”

“I came with the horse trailer.” He looked at the elderly man standing there, who had so far said and done nothing. “What should I do, Jim?”

“Who are you?” I asked him.

“The driver,” he said flatly. “Keep me out of it.”

“Right,” I said to the lad. “The horse isn’t leaving. Take it back.”

“Are you Kit Fielding?” he said doubtfully.

“That’s right. Mrs. Allardeck’s brother. Get going.”

“But Mr. Graves . . .”

“I’ll deal with Mr. Graves,” I said. “His horse isn’t leaving tonight.”

“Horses,” the boy said, correcting me. “I loaded the other one already.”

“OK,” I said. “They’re both staying here. When you’ve put back the one you’re loading, unload the first one.”

The boy gave me a wavering look, then turned the  horse round and began to plod it back toward its rightful quarters.

The change of direction broke up the slanging match at once. The man who wasn’t Bobby broke away and shouted to the lad across the yard, “Hey, you, what the shit do you think you’re doing. Load the horse this minute.”

The lad stopped. I walked fast over to him, took hold of the horse’s head-collar and led the bemused animal back into its own home. The lad made no move at all to stop me. I came out. Switched off the light. Shut and bolted the door.

Mr. Graves (presumably) was advancing fast with flailing arms and an extremely belligerent expression.

“Who the shit do you think you are,” he shouted. “That’s my horse. Get it out here at once.”

I stood, however, in front of the bolted door, leaning my shoulders on it, crossing one ankle over the other, folding my arms. Mr. Graves came to a screeching and disbelieving halt.

“Get away from there,” he said thunderously, stabbing the night air with a forefinger. “That’s my horse. I’m taking it, and you can’t stop me.”

His pudgy face rigid with obstinacy, he stood about five feet five from balding crown to polished toecaps. He was perhaps fifty, plump, already out of breath. There was no way whatever that he was going to shift my five foot ten by force.

“Mr. Graves,” I said calmly. “You can take your horses away when you’ve paid your bill.”

His mouth opened speechlessly. He took a step forward and peered at my face, which I daresay was in shadow.

“That’s right,” I said. “Kit Fielding. Holly’s brother.”

The open mouth snapped shut. “And what the shit has all this to do with you? Get out of my way.”

“A check,” I said. “You do have your checkbook with you?”

His gaze grew calculating. I gave him little time to slide out.

I said, “The Daily Flag is always hungry for titbits for its ‘Intimate Details.’ Owners trying to sneak their horses away at dead of night without paying their bills would be worth a splash, don’t you think?”

“That’s a threat!” he said furiously.

“Quite right.”

“You wouldn’t do that.”

“Oh, yes, I certainly would. I might even suggest that if you can’t pay this one bill, maybe you can’t pay others. Then all your creditors would be down like vultures in a flash.”

“But that’s . . . that’s . . .”

“That’s what’s happening to Bobby, yes. And if Bobby has a cash-flow problem, and I’m only saying if, then it’s partly due to you yourself and others like you who don’t pay when you should.”

“You can’t talk to me like that,” he said furiously.

“I don’t see why not.”

“I’ll report you to the Jockey Club.”

“Yes, you do that.”

He was blustering, his threat a sham. I looked over his shoulder toward Bobby and Holly, who had been near enough to hear the whole exchange.

“Bobby,” I said, “go and fetch Mr. Graves’s account. Make sure every single item he owes is on it, as you may not have a second chance.”

Bobby went at a half run, followed more tentatively by Holly. The lad who had come with the horse trailer retreated with the driver into the shadows. Mr. Graves and I stood as if in a private tableau, waiting.

While a horse remained in a trainer’s yard the trainer had a good chance of collecting his due, because the law  firmly allowed him to sell the horse and deduct from the proceeds what he was owed. With the horse whisked away his prospects were a court action and a lengthy wait, and if the owner went bankrupt, nothing at all.

Graves’s horses were Bobby’s security: plain and simple.

Bobby eventually returned alone bringing a lengthy bill, which ran to three sheets.

“Check it,” I said to Graves, as he snatched the pages from Bobby’s hand.

Angrily he read the bill through from start to finish and found nothing to annoy him further until he came to the last item. He jabbed at the paper and again raised his voice.

“Interest? What the shit do you mean, interest?”

“Um,” Bobby said. “On what I’ve had to borrow because you hadn’t paid me.”

There was a sudden silence. Respectful, on my part. I wouldn’t have thought my brother-in-law had it in him.

Graves suddenly controlled his anger, pursed his lips, narrowed his eyes, and delved into an inner pocket for his checkbook. Without any sign of fury or haste he carefully wrote a check, tore it out, and handed it to Bobby.

“Now,” he said to me. “Move.”

“Is it all right?” I asked Bobby.

“Yes,” he said as if surprised. “All of it.”

“Good,” I said, “then go and unload Mr. Graves’s other horse from the horse trailer.”
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