

  

     

  




Author’s Note


The first race recorded on Newmarket Heath was in 1622, but it was not until the Restoration in 1660 that Newmarket became the headquarters of British racing.


King Charles II spent a great deal of time in Newmarket and there was a tunnel leading from his Palace (pulled down in Queen Victoria’s reign) to Nell Gwynn’s house.


The King instituted the Town Place in 1664, but after his death the Race Meetings declined. 


But the ‘Keeper of the Running Horses’ to William and Mary, Queen Anne, George I and George II ruled Newmarket with a rod of iron.


The Jockey Club was formed in Newmarket in 1752, by the well-known patrons of The Star & Garter in Pall Mall, began bit by bit, to acquire the Heath and rule the Turf.




  Chapter One ~ 1814


The Earl of Poynton was dining in the style that he was accustomed to. 


The ornaments on the table and the plates were of gold, the crystal glasses were engraved with his crest and fruit was in Sèvres dishes.


There was no one in the whole of Society, not excluding the Prince Regent, who lived in such grandeur and inevitably such comfort, as the Earl.


In all his houses everything seemed to run with a perfection like himself. He not only had carried on where his father had left off but had also improved his estates until they were spoken of as a fine example to every landowner.


It went without saying that his horses, because he gave them his personal and special attention, were superb.


Although he evoked a certain amount of envy and jealousy, most other sportsmen acknowledged that the Earl deserved the accolades that he won on the Turf year after year.


Sitting at the top of the table, handsome although with a cynical look, distinguished and autocratic, he had an air of authority that made him seem positively majestic.


‘Dammit all!’ his friend Eddie Lowther thought, ‘from the way he looks, and even more from the way he behaves, he might be a King!’


The Earl was entertaining the wealthiest and the most outstanding sport lovers in the country at his house at Newmarket.


Not only because there was to be a Race Meeting there in two days’ time but also because they were all interested in a very exceptional sale that was to take place the following day.


“I cannot understand why Melford is selling up his stable,” one of the Earl’s guests remarked with a puzzled note in his voice. “God knows he is wealthy enough to keep all his horses in comfort and he has been fairly successful in the last two years. Why then should he retire?”


“The answer may be,” an elderly man replied before anybody else could speak, “that he has not been in good health lately. He has therefore decided, so I heard, to concentrate on breeding, which he can do much more satisfactorily on his estate in Sussex, instead of braving the bitter winds that we have to endure at Newmarket, and even harsher weather when we visit the Racecourses in the North.”


Heads round the table nodded to acknowledge that this might be the reason for Sir Walter Melford’s sale and the Earl replied,


“All I can say is that I am glad of the opportunity of adding to my own stable. Melford has some good horses, particularly Raskal and Mandrake.”


“Dammit, Poynton,” one of the diners exclaimed, “those are the two horses I wanted, but if you are bidding against me I shall not have a chance of acquiring them.”


“I don’t intend to pay over the odds for them,” the Earl replied, “and I think we should keep our heads clear tomorrow because Melford is known to be sharp as a razor when it comes to money.”


“That is true.” Eddie Lowther nodded. “Personally I have never liked the fellow. He once played a shabby trick on a friend of mine, in fact I might almost say it was crooked.”


This time there was a murmur from the other diners and it was quite obvious that Sir Walter Melford was no favourite with any of them.


“Whatever he is like as a person,” the Earl remarked, “let’s concentrate on his horses, but only pay him what they are worth. If the reserves are too high, leave them well alone.”


He spoke in a way that was almost an order and his guests remembered that the Earl was noted as being a hard man but just.


There had been many occasions in the sporting world when he had been exceedingly generous to somebody down on his luck. But he never spoke about them and, because even his closest friends were somewhat in awe of him, they never asked him questions that he would not wish to answer.


Eddie Lowther, who was closer to the Earl than anybody else, was, however, wondering what it was about Sir Walter Melford that, despite his interest in the Turf and despite the excellent horses he ran at most of the classic Race Meetings, had prevented him from being accepted by the elite of the sporting fraternity, which was led by the Earl.


He thought now that he would not be surprised if this was the real reason why Sir Walter was selling his stable.


Although he had made every possible approach, he had never been elected a member of the Jockey Club, just as in some mysterious manner at every attempt he had made to enter White’s Club he had been blackballed.


Perhaps Sir Walter was beginning to feel that it was better to be a big fish in a small pond, which he undoubtedly would be in other sporting circles, than a little fish in a big one and in competition with the Earl and his contemporaries.


The rest of the party were having an animated conversation about the other horses that they were interested in acquiring if Raskal and Mandrake were barred as being reserved for the Earl.


“The trouble is, Poynton,” one of them said, “that if you are not bidding, we shall all feel suspicious that you know something to their detriment about the animals in question that we don’t.”


“That is true,” another guest agreed. “If anything would make me determined not to put my hand in my pocket, it would be that you thought that those particular horses were not worth the price.”


The Earl laughed.


“You are making me feel omnipotent.”


“Curse you! That is exactly what you are,” was the reply. “You don’t suppose that any of us here would challenge you when it came to a knowledge of horseflesh.”


“But we will go on trying!” somebody called out.


“Of course you will,” the Earl drawled, “and I suppose really I should say modestly that I have just been lucky.” 


The way he spoke told those who listened all too clearly that he knew that it was nothing of the sort.


It was because he had studied the form of his own horses, superintended the mating of his mares and to all intents and purposes did his own training that he had a knowledge of racing that was unequalled by any other owner in the country.


Eddie gave a laugh and raised his glass.


“To your continued success, Lennox,” he said. “And may you reign over us forever even if occasionally we have revolutionary feelings against your sovereignty!”


There was a shout of laughter at this and the Earl was about to reply when a servant came to his side.


“Excuse me, my Lord,” he said in a low voice, “there’s a young lady at the door who says it’s imperative she speaks to your Lordship.”


“A young lady?” the Earl questioned. “Is she alone?” 


“She’s riding, my Lord.”


“Tell her if she wants to see me to come back tomorrow morning.”


“I’ve already suggested that, my Lord, but she says she has to see your Lordship immediately and it’s a question of life or death.”


The Earl raised his eyebrows as if he thought that the servant was being facetious. Then realising that it was his butler who had been with him for many years he asked,


“She is a lady, Parker?”


He accentuated the word and the butler replied, 


“Undoubtedly, my Lord.” 


Knowing that Parker could never be deceived in regard to the social status of any man or woman, the Earl said, 


“Very well, show her into the Morning Room and tell her to wait.”


“I beg your Lordship’s pardon, but the young lady asks particularly if you’d come outside to speak with her. I think she wishes, my Lord, to show you her horse.”


The Earl frowned as if he felt that he was being pressured and then unexpectedly, because at least this was an unusual situation, he replied,


“Oh, very well, Parker, but I dislike being interrupted during a meal.”


“I’m aware of that, my Lord, but the young lady is very persistent.”


The Earl pushed back his chair and said to the man next to him,


“I will not be more than a minute or two. Keep the port circulating.”


“You can be sure of that,” his friend replied.


Without hurrying and with the frown still between his eyes, the Earl walked from the dining room along the richly furnished corridor that led to the hall.


His house was one of the most impressive in Newmarket, and, while he thought of it as a small Racing Lodge, it undoubtedly compared favourably with any ancestral home of the same size elsewhere in the country.


The gardens had been landscaped to relieve the flatness of the ground and the trees planted as a break against the bitter winds that always seemed to be blowing over the Downs.


Although it had been a warm day, it had grown cold in the evening and the Earl thought that might account for the very pale face dominated by two large eyes that was turned towards him as he came down the steps from the front door.


The girl who had asked to see him was small and slender and her hair under the high-crowned riding hat was so fair that for the moment in the dusk the Earl thought that it was white.


Then he realised that she was very young, almost, he thought, immature, but she was undoubtedly a lady and it was surprising that she should have called on him at such an hour without even a groom to accompany her.


He reached her side to say,


“I understand that you wish to speak to me and you have sent a somewhat dramatic message with your request.”


 “It is – very kind of your Lordship – but I had to see you!”


Her voice was low and musical, but there was in the last words a note of desperation that the Earl did not miss.


He stood taking in every detail of her and after a moment, as if she expected him to speak and as he did not do so, was forced to go on,


“Will you please – look at my – horse and then – buy him from me?”


“He is yours to sell?”


“Yes, he is mine – I swear to you – he is mine! But I want you to – have him.”


“Why?” the Earl asked perfunctorily.


The girl glanced over her shoulder, almost as if she thought that somebody might be listening, before she answered, 


“Perhaps you could inspect Star and if you are – willing to – buy him as I want you to do – then I could explain – where we could not be overheard – why it is necessary.”


The Earl was aware that she was speaking about the groom who was standing near the steps, ready to take the horse to the stables if necessary, and of the footmen who had followed him out from the front door and were standing stiffly on either side of it as if waiting for orders.


Without saying anything, the Earl looked at the horse carefully and could see that it was well-bred with a fine head.


It was jet black, the only patch of colour being a white star on its nose and he knew at the first glance that it was a horse he would not be ashamed to have in his stables and that it would undoubtedly prove a good hunter.


Because he took trouble over everything he did, the Earl inspected the horse more closely from the front and the sides and then, patting the animal on the neck, said,


“I imagine your horse is four years old.”


“And three months, my Lord.”


“You have a record of its breeding?”


“Yes, my Lord. I have written it down.”


“Very well, I will now send him to my stables while you come inside and tell me this momentous secret that can only be related in private.”


He spoke sarcastically as if he thought that there could be nothing that warranted her intrusion at this particular hour.


The girl put out her hand to touch the horse as if to reassure him and he turned and nuzzled her before at a gesture from the Earl the groom came to his head.


The man led the horse away in the direction of the stables and the girl walked up the steps beside the Earl.


When they reached the hall, he led the way not to the Morning Room, but towards his study where he usually held interviews with anyone who called to see him.


A footman hurriedly opened the door and the Earl walked ahead into the room that was hung with pictures of horses by the greatest artists of the last two hundred years.


He was used to anyone who entered his study for the first time exclaiming in admiration first at the pictures and then at the comfortable way that it was furnished with sofas and chairs in dark red leather.


There was also a desk and other furniture, which were glorious examples of Robert Adam’s genius.


But on this occasion the Earl’s visitor just stood a little way inside the door looking at him in a manner that he could not help recognising was one of pleading.


“I suggest you sit down,” he said “and then quickly, because I am entertaining friends, tell me what all this is about.”


“I am – very grateful to you for – seeing me, my Lord.”


As the girl spoke, she sat down on the very edge of the armchair that the Earl indicated. She had taken off her riding gloves and he saw, as she linked her fingers together, how nervous she was.


“First before you begin,” the Earl said, “I suggest you tell me your name.”


“It is Cledra, my Lord. Cledra Melford.”


The Earl looked surprised.


“Melford? Are you any relation to Sir Walter Melford, who is holding a sale tomorrow?”


“He is my uncle.”


“Your uncle? And yet you are asking me to buy your horse this evening before the sale begins?”


“Star is not to be put in the sale tomorrow, my Lord, so that you or any of your friends could bid for him. He is to be sold – privately to a man who will – ill-treat him.


As if she thought that the Earl looked skeptical, Cledra said hastily,


“It is true! I swear to you, that my uncle is selling Star to a man called Bowbrank – who has a – reputation for – cruelty.” 


She looked desperately at the Earl as she went on,


“I would rather – kill Star – myself than let – him suffer in such a way.”


She thought as she spoke that the Earl looked skeptical, as if he felt that she was being hysterical, but she went on, 


“Mr. Bowbrank works his horses so hard that three of them died last year from sheer exhaustion and they are always beaten on every journey because he believes that is the only way that he can get any speed out of them.”


“Bowbrank!” the Earl exclaimed. “You mean the man who owns the inn that supplies Post chaises and other vehicles in Newmarket.”


“Yes, my Lord, I thought you might have heard of him.”


“And you tell me he is cruel to his animals? Surely that would not be a very economical way of running his business?”


“He is cruel not only because he is insensitive but also because he drinks, my Lord.”


Again Cledra thought that the Earl was not impressed by what she had said and she begged him,


“Please – please believe me – and Uncle Walter is selling Star to this man simply because he wants to hurt me. He knows that if I think of Star – suffering in such a – way I shall want to – die.”


“Why should your uncle wish you to be so unhappy?” the Earl enquired.


“Because he hates me,” Cledra replied, “just as he hated my father.”


“You speak as if your father is dead.”


“Yes – he died four months ago. He and – Mama were killed in an accident and I had to come and live with my uncle as there was – nowhere else for me to go.”


The Earl did not speak and after a moment she went on,


“Papa had no money – in fact he was in debt – but Star is mine. He was registered in my name and therefore Uncle Walter could not claim him. But now he says that I am to sell him to pay for my board and keep with him – and, as he is my Guardian – there is nothing I can do to – stop him.”


“What you are asking me to do is to buy your horse before he can be handed over to this man Bowbrank.”


“Yes, my Lord.”


“And give you the money, I suppose?”


“Oh, no, that was something else I was going to ask you,” Cledra replied. “When Uncle Walter came and took me away from the house – where I had lived with Papa and Mama in Essex he refused to pension the old maid who had looked after me ever since I was a child – or to give anything to the groom who had cared for Papa’s horses and who was almost like one of the family.”


There was a sob in her voice as she continued,


“He left them penniless, my Lord, except for the very little money I could give them, which I obtained by selling Mama’s jewellery – without Uncle Walter being aware of it.”


The Earl looked at Cledra searchingly as if he could hardly believe what she was saying.


Yet the same instinct he relied on when he was looking at a horse told him that what she was saying was the truth.


He was also aware that, as she was speaking, she was straining with every nerve in her body to persuade him to do what she wished.


“It is certainly a very odd request, Miss Melford,” he said slowly, “and why, as you have never met me previously, have you come to me instead of to a friend of your father.”


“Papa’s friends are all in Essex where we lived,” Cledra answered, “and it was only yesterday – when I overheard a conversation that I realised what Uncle Walter was – about to do.”


She drew in her breath as if in pain and then carried on, 


“When I challenged him, he told me that Star was not good enough to be put in the sale with his own horses, but I knew actually it was because he wished to – punish me because I am Papa’s daughter.”


“It seems a strange reason,” the Earl remarked.


“Papa was everything Uncle Walter is not!” Cledra replied. “To begin with he was a real sportsman, kind, understanding and – always ready to help other people. He was a soldier until that became too expensive for him and then he and Mama went to live very quietly in the country. But because everybody who met Papa loved him, he became very popular and – that annoyed Uncle Walter.”


Cledra paused and the Earl realised that because she was speaking of her father who had so recently died, she was fighting valiantly against the tears that made her eyes glisten, but which she would not let fall,


“Besides which,” she went on, “Papa and Mama were invited to stay with many of the people who would not ask Uncle Walter because they did not like him. They went to balls and were guests at house parties and Race Meetings and because Papa was such good company and because he was fond of him a friend of his made him a member of White’s.”


The Earl thought that this, if nothing else, would have rankled with Sir Walter who was unacceptable in the smartest and most distinguished Club in St. James’s.


After what had been said at dinner, he found himself beginning to believe Cledra’s story. Then he thought that, like all women, she was probably exaggerating.


Yet she looked very young and pathetic and was apparently alone in a hostile world in which her only relative disliked her.


After a moment he said slowly,


“What you are asking me to do is to buy Star from you and send the money to two people whom you feel your uncle should have pensioned off after your father’s death.” 


“W-would you do that? Would you – really?”


There was a sudden little lilt in Cledra’s voice that had not been there before and her eyes were shining.


“I suppose it is possible for me to do so,” the Earl said, “but I think that your uncle would consider it a strange way for me to behave.”


Cledra gave a cry that seemed to echo round the room. 


“Uncle Walter must never know that you have bought Star – or where he is.”


“Do you think that he might take his revenge upon me?” the Earl asked mockingly.


“Oh, no – not on you – but on Star. Last year there was a horse that – died and – ”


Cledra stopped suddenly.


“I-I am sorry – I should not have – said that.”


“I think that, having started something so momentous, it would be extremely irritating if you did not finish what you were about to say.”


“It would be – better for you not – to know.”


“But I insist!”


The Earl spoke in a way that would have made it hard for a man, let alone a woman, not to obey him and after a moment Cledra said uncomfortably, as if she was regretting that she had ever brought up the subject,


“Do you remember the Craven Handicap at the Spring Meeting?” she began hesitatingly.


“Yes,” the Earl replied.


“It was won – if you remember – by Lord Ludlow with his horse called – Jessop.”


The Earl nodded.


“It beat Uncle Walter’s horse by a nose.”


“Yes, I do recall the race.”


“Uncle Walter was very angry. He disliked Lord Ludlow anyway – and, apparently because he only had a few horses and Uncle Walter has a great many, Lord Ludlow rather crowed over him after the race.”


“What happened?” the Earl asked.


“Uncle Walter was very very angry that evening and the next day – Jessop was found – dead in his – stall.” 


The Earl looked at her before he said with a note of incredulity in his voice,


“Are you seriously suggesting that your uncle was responsible for the death of that horse?”


Because he spoke scathingly the colour rose in Cledra’s pale cheeks and she looked away from him.


“P-perhaps I should not – have  told you – but I overheard by mistake something that he – said to one of the men who works for him – and I know too where he keeps the – poison that was – used in Jessop’s water.”


It seemed incredible and yet once again the Earl was aware that Cledra was speaking with a sincerity that he could not doubt.


Before he could say anything further she added,


“That would happen to Star – I know it would – and I was going to ask if you buy him from me that you should take him away from here as quickly as – possible and – register him under a different name.”


“I find it very hard to credit what you are saying to me,” the Earl declared. “You don’t think because Star means so much to you that you are perhaps exaggerating the danger he is in?”


“I swear to you that I have not exaggerated or said anything that is not true and I know that, if Uncle Walter becomes aware that I have sold Star to you, he will die or suffer in some – horrible way that I cannot – bear to think about.”


“It seems incredible!” the Earl remarked beneath his breath.


“There have been a number of other incidents since I have been living with my uncle in Newmarket but I don’t wish to speak about them,” Cledra said. “I am concerned only with saving Star and obtaining the money somehow to the two people whom Mama and Papa trusted and who have worked for us ever since I can remember.”


The Earl thought that apart from Cledra’s story about the death of Jessop the fact that he had left two old servants unprovided for confirmed everything that he had heard about Walter Melford and justified the instinctive dislike that he had always had for him.


While he was thinking it over, he was aware that Cledra was watching his face and the anxiety and fear in her eyes was so expressive that he felt almost as if she was kneeling in front of him and praying that he would do what she asked.


“Would you think,” he asked, “that six hundred guineas is a fair price for your horse?”


Cledra gave a little cry.


“You will really give as much as that for him? Oh, thank you – thank you. And thank you for saying you will – have him. I know he will be – safe with you.”


“What makes you so sure of that?”


“Papa admired you enormously. He used to follow your successes on the Racecourses and say, ‘Poynton has won again. I am so glad, he is a great sportsman and has an unsurpassed knowledge of horses’.”


“Thank you,” the Earl said with a faint touch of amusement in his voice. “That is the sort of compliment I like to hear.”


“Papa was not saying it to you, he was simply stating a fact.”


The Earl acknowledged the distinction with a smile and Cledra went on,


“I knew that you were the only person I could really trust with – Star. He is so gentle and so intelligent. He will do anything I ask of him and Papa and I taught him not with a whip – but with – love.”


Her voice was very moving and, because what she felt and what she was saying came from her heart, it vibrated in her voice.


“You will miss him,” the Earl murmured.


He then saw the expression of pain that crossed her face.


“I shall be – h-happy because he is with – you,” she said in a low voice.


The Earl walked towards his desk.


“If you will give me the names of the people who are to receive three hundred guineas each,” he said, “I will instruct my secretary to despatch it to them tomorrow morning.” 


Cledra put her hand into the pocket of her jacket.


“I have it written down together with Star’s pedigree. But I am wondering how it could be explained to Martha and Jackson that their money has to be put into a Bank, otherwise it might be stolen.”


“I think it would be much simpler,” the Earl answered, “for them to go on my roll of pensioners and receive their money every week.”


“Would you – really, my Lord?”


“It would not be difficult. I quite understand your anxiety that an old person living alone should not have so much money, which would be a temptation to thieves.” 
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