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HAMPSHIRE - MAY

A long, tortured scream echoed through the tops of the beech trees swaying above me.

The pain was so vicious, so unexpected, at first I didn’t know my own voice. Before I could identify the epicentre of the agony, let alone its cause, someone grabbed me from behind where I stood, swaying knee-deep in fronds of fresh, green fern. I tried to turn, screamed again as naked pain burned through my right leg. A pair of hands like sandpaper plastered neavy sticky tape across my eyes and round my head, stuffed a rag in my mouth, choking off another yell, and taped over my lips. The same deft, hard hands lashed my wrists together behind my back. I couldn’t run; I couldn’t retaliate; I couldn’t kick out - the torture in my right leg wouldn’t let me.

But the man - it had to be a man - was trussing me up tight as a turkey. Through a thick, black fog of pain, I groped for a reason; but I gave up before I started. I knew I was being offered a preview of hell but I didn’t care why. And the turkey trusser wasn’t going to tell me; he restricted himself to a few heavy breaths and a grunt while he tugged the knot on my  wrists until the cord cut hard into thin flesh. For a farewell gesture, he toppled me over like a tenpin into the ferns and bramble, and he was gone.

I had seen nothing of him; I couldn’t tell how big he was or how strong. It wouldn’t have taken a lot of muscle to deal with me in this condition, but the job had been done by a man who knew what he was doing.

Whatever it was that had been slicing pieces off me was still there. I shifted my leg and felt something scrape my naked shinbone; I squeezed a scream through the rag in my throat and the tape across my mouth and fell back on my side with the smell of damp beech leaves and fern fronds in my nostrils. Bramble thorns pierced my jacket and my arm, but that didn’t compare with the red, throbbing pain in my leg.

With pain howling through my head, I didn’t hear the man go. But after a while, I found a way of lying that took some pressure off my leg and let me think in short snatches about what the hell had happened.

In these moments of semi-clarity, I thought of the girl. She probably didn’t know it, but I had really wanted to see her this time. If she had turned up at my house and hadn’t found me, she wouldn’t hang around; and she probably wouldn’t come again - ever.

I shifted again and the painful thought was displaced by painful reality in my lower limb.

I tried to figure out what was round my leg. It felt as if there was sharp metal clamped either side of it, buried deep in my flesh. I wasn’t even sure that the bone hadn’t snapped or splintered - it hurt enough - and that mattered a lot. Broken bones, injuries that stopped you riding - those were a jockey’s real enemies, far more than the cohorts of crooked bookies, myopic stewards and unschooled horses that butt in and try to stop you winning races. Amid the confusion that wracked my brain, I found time to groan at the thought  of losing weeks of racing, and the best Derby prospect I’d ever had.

Piece by piece, my thoughts turned practical. I guessed it must have been an hour or so since I’d set out from my house at seven that evening for a walk up my favourite track through the woods.

As usual, I’d taken a shotgun with me - a cheap Spanish over-and-under - to pick off any pigeons that I flushed. I guessed it was gone now, and anyway I had no way of looking for it, for all the help it would have been.

I was up at the top end of my valley, half a mile from the house, and another half-mile from the lane which ran along the ridge above. I jiggled my wrists to see if there was any hope of freeing them that way, but they were too well trussed. I attempted a yell but produced only a muffled grunt that might have carried a few yards through the brush. I tried to flex my jaws; they were stuck fast with some kind of heavy-duty industrial tape. And every time I exerted myself, the throbbing in my leg seared into a crescendo of pain. I lay back and tried to think of reasons not to panic.

There weren’t many.

Scarcely anyone besides me came up through this woodland. It was my own private domain, away from the permanent people-crush and publicity of thoroughbred racing. I didn’t encourage visitors; that was part of my policy for preserving its privacy. It might be weeks before another human being came up here. People who knew me were used to me hiding myself away when I could and they didn’t often seek me out uninvited. This was the downside to privacy; the irony didn’t escape me.

Someone would miss me eventually, I guessed, but it was Saturday evening and I wasn’t due to ride until the evening meeting at Windsor on Monday. It might  be the day after that before anyone official took any notice of my absence.

To get a kick-start out of apathy, I forced myself to look at the worst possible outcome. I could be lying out here in the woods for two or three nights. So far, there didn’t seem a lot I could do about it and the damage to my leg could only get worse. I found myself staring at the possibility that I might die, here in my own woods, within yelling distance of my own house, from simple exposure.

Physically, I was in better than good shape; people don’t easily survive in my job if they aren’t, and they certainly don’t win races. But the kind of pain I was being dealt weakened everything, physically and mentally. I didn’t know how much blood I had lost and I didn’t know if I would have the courage or the strength to last three days and nights.

I was in total darkness and it was getting hard to breathe. Everything made me want to submit to panic, but I forced myself to think calmly, to try and work out a plan.

First, if I could see, that would help - so I told myself; that would give me some confidence, let me know what I was dealing with.

Very slowly, very carefully, I turned my torso so the side of my face lay on the ground. I pressed it into the undergrowth and started to rub my head up and down. My face was scratched to shreds before I felt something, a twig or bramble, catch the edge of the sticky tape and lift it a millimetre from my cheek.

It was a big moment. I paused for a rest, sucking air through my nostrils. Very slowly, I scraped my head along the ground and felt the tape lift away from my face. It began to take some of my hair with it. I welcomed that small pain and persevered until I caught  a sudden, glorious flash of light in the comer of my right eye.

It took another ten minutes to get the tape clear of both my eyes though it was still wrapped round my head like a sticky crown of thorns, tangled in my hair. The right side of my face felt as if it had been well worked over with a cheese grater. But I could see.

I propped myself up, trying not to move my right leg. At last I could look down at what was holding me.

I didn’t want to believe what I saw.

My leg was clamped between a pair of rusty iron jaws three feet wide with short, jagged teeth welded every few inches. One tooth was buried in a bloody hole in my jeans at the back of my calf. Another, in the front, had sliced through the thin flesh beside my shinbone. I didn’t need to see the rest of the contraption to know I had stepped right into an ancient, outlawed and well-primed mantrap.

I had seen one once before in a country museum up in the Cotswolds. Eighteenth-century landowners had used them to discourage poachers, the label had said. If I’d been a poacher, I would have been discouraged.

These things were supposed to be able to snap a man’s leg in two. I must have had a little luck, then.

Looking at the trap again, letting more of the details come into focus, I saw the reason for my luck. Caught between one of the angles of the jaws and stopping them from closing completely were the barrels of my Spanish shotgun, dented but still intact with the stock buried out of sight in the bracken. I’d been walking with it broken across my arm, barrels to the ground. I’d always known it was a useful sort of a gun. Now it had saved my leg. I was struck by an absurd, incongruous thought - thank God I hadn’t brought one of my Purdeys out this evening.

Looking back, it seems strange that, right then, I didn’t give a damn about why someone should want to trap me in my own woods, or who that someone was. All I cared about was getting out of the horrific thing.

I already knew that whatever I did, I had to do it slowly if I didn’t want to aggravate the vicious throbbing in my leg. I judged from the angle of the sun that it was around eight or eight fifteen. I had maybe an hour more of daylight. The next thing to do was to try and free my hands. The only way I could see of doing that scared the hell out of me. It meant somehow twisting over onto my front, then leaning back and hooking the twine that bound me over one of the rusty teeth of the trap and sawing at it until I frayed it through.

I tried to turn, but I couldn’t do it without twisting my right leg between the teeth of the trap, and that was a manoeuvre way beyond my pain threshold. I tried again and failed. When I gave up, I was pouring sweat and my jaws ached from gritting my teeth. The only other way was to stay on my side and arch myself backwards. I could do that. I’d always been an acrobat as a kid, and it was part of my job to be supple and have short legs.

But I wasn’t used to doing this kind of thing with a few inches of rusty iron cutting into one of those legs.

It took me five tries to loop the twine over one of the teeth, and when I started sawing, I was doing as much damage to my wrists as I was to the twine. But I began to feel it fraying. It had been wound several times round my wrist and when I felt the first strand break, it didn’t loosen much. I sweated on with my back aching and my stomach muscles screaming for relief, but I didn’t dare take my hands away from the jagged tooth - I didn’t think I would ever get them back there. After fifteen agonising minutes of concentrated sawing, I felt the bonds coming free. I kept at it, and a  few moments later, my hands sprang apart and I could straighten my aching body.

I lay for a while, exhausted and trying to control the pain that seemed to be visiting every comer of my being. The light in the woods was grey, all colour gone now. Soon, all shape would go too; there would be no big moon tonight. But having my hands back gave me a lot of hope. I peeled the tape from my mouth and spat out the piece of musty rag that had been trying to choke me. I gasped a few clean breaths and felt that now I had some control over my own destiny.

Once the ache in my back had settled down, I arched my body forwards - the easy way - and got hold of the trap. Feeling through the ferns that covered the end of it, I found it was attached to a chain which I guessed was in turn attached to some kind of peg in the ground. Using my left leg, I managed to drag the trap round so that I could feel further up the chain. Inch by inch, I crawled my hands up it until I reached the end, and more bad news.

The chain was fixed into the ground by a thick iron hook, driven in at an angle of about forty-five degrees. When I was sure it would take a healthy man with all his limbs and a crowbar to get it out, I laboriously straightened myself until I was back where I had first fallen. I wanted to weep with frustration. In spite of the last two hours’ pain and effort, I was scarcely any nearer releasing myself. At least, though, I could howl now.

I took a few more deep breaths and bellowed into the black woods like a Nebraska hog-caller. I scattered a few birds and small beasts of the night but only the wind getting up in the tops of the beeches answered me.

I hollered again and heard my voice fade up the coomb, away from my house and the farm in the meadows below the woods.

I listened for any human reaction. The wind brought up the sound of a tractor going home from a hay field, a mile down the valley. In a burst of optimism, I yelled again. Twenty minutes later, I was still alone and close to hopelessness. But I filled my lungs and tried once more.

Nothing.

I wasn’t disappointed. I had expected nothing. From some dusty filing cabinet in a forgotten comer of my mind, I recalled a phrase from boyhood Bible class: ‘The voice of him that crieth in the wilderness’. My voice. Echoing into emptiness.

It all seemed like a terrible waste of painful effort. What I really wanted was unconsciousness, release from aching pain, weariness and uncertainty. When it beckoned to me, I welcomed it and smiled as I drifted into oblivion.




Chapter One

APRIL

There’s something about hot sunshine that always makes me feel randy. I guess it’s a kind of primeval stimulus to procreate in favourable conditions or something.

It was mid-April and one of those freak spells of high pressure and still, sultry days that come along every so often to mess up England’s reputation for blustering sogginess. Everyone was saying global warming was going to change the weather patterns for good; as it turned out, they were wrong and it rained as normal, pretty much for the rest of the summer.

But that day it was hot, and I felt a stirring in my crutch. There was what you might call a supplementary reason for this, or maybe the real reason: I was on my way to keep my first date with one of the best-looking girls I’d met since I’d first set a size seven foot on this damp little island, three and a half years before.

I had arrived, aged twenty-one, feeling as green as the tidy, white-railed English racetracks, and blue as they say the grass is back home where Kentucky meets West Virginia. My father had just died, aged fifty-two. It had been quick, and the way he would have wanted  - cracked his skull and broke his neck coming off the back of a bucking thoroughbred colt. Crazy to be on a yearling horse at his age, crazier to be wearing no more than a battered old stetson on his head.

He’d been the biggest waste of a natural talent I’d ever seen. Granted - at birth, it seemed - the gift of being able to do just about anything with a horse except talk to it, he had grown up to abuse this rare privilege. He could and should have made his mark as a leading jockey of his time by riding winners. Instead, he’d taken a short cut to easy money and fame, or rather infamy, by riding losers, or - more precisely - by stopping horses form winning.

I was eight years old, notably slight and just learning to ride when the droppings really hit the fan and rebounded on my father.

The FBI had to tap our phone for just a few weeks to gather enough evidence to arrest and indict him.

He got four years and served two in the easy regime of an open jail. Whether this sojourn among the softer criminal classes did anything to change his attitude to life, I doubt, but it shredded every ounce of my mother’s self-esteem and turned her soft brown hair prematurely grey.

She hadn’t had any idea of what he’d been doing. And she never really recovered from the revelations at his trial. But there was no question of her leaving him; despite the disgrace, she stayed fiercely loyal and never stopped loving him. She was determined, though, that I wouldn’t repeat his crimes. I had it drummed into me, day in day out, that honesty was everything and if I ever did the same as my father, I would cease to be her son. With no father around at that sensitive time of my life, I badly needed and wanted a mother.

When Dad came home again, he more than made up for his time away. He couldn’t go near the racetracks  again and was home all day, every day.

Whatever he’d done, I guess he’d done it for the right people and at the right price, because money never appeared to be a problem in our household. Dad carried on making a living by ‘spelling’ horses on the beautiful West Virginia farm where we’d lived since before I could remember. Almost from the start of Dad’s new activity, our yard was full of young horses waiting to be sent into training, a lot of top quality thoroughbreds among them.

From the age of ten, I spent most of my daylight hours in the saddle of up to a dozen different horses every day. By the time I rode in my first race in Louisville six years later, I was already an old hand. With my father’s vigilant, all-seeing eye on me, and all the experience and knowledge he was able to pass on, I could hardly have failed to be a success. My career took off from that first day on the track and by the time my father died, I had achieved a lot more than most jockeys dream of in a lifetime. But I was already making plans to move to England when my father took his last, fatal fall.

My mother did everything she could to stop me leaving; I was her only child and she wasn’t happy even if I was no further from home than the next state. But I had to do it.

I didn’t know if I was running away, or just looking for somewhere healthier to live. People had told me that the English ran the straightest racing in the world, and in the States, success and eight million dollars’ worth of races won had put a lot of pressure, very unhealthy pressure, on me. People were beginning to want to pay me more to lose races than to win them, and they didn’t like that kind of generosity to be refused. Either I danced to their tune, the way my father had and my mother hated, or I took the risk  that I would end up with no legs to dance on.

They didn’t exactly greet me here with open arms. A lot of people in British racing, from the Jockey Club stewards to the men in greasy flat hats in the Silver Ring, felt they didn’t need a Yankee pipsqueak who rode with a hunched back and only his toes in the irons; especially not a pipsqueak who had already won more prize money than most of their senior jockeys. But I had just enough sponsors to make me welcome.

It was Captain Toby Ellerton who had first suggested I come and ride in England; I’d unexpectedly won two races for him in Kentucky on English horses. I didn’t take to him much, or to his arrogance, but I respected him as a trainer. He offered me a retainer worth less than the interest I made on the money I’d already saved. Two weeks after he had gone back to England, I phoned him to say I’d take it, starting at the beginning of March.

It wasn’t until I’d been here for six months that I realised just how badly people had wanted me to fail. It seemed that almost everybody in British racing thought they could do anything with horses better than anyone else in the world - breeding, feeding, training and riding. They didn’t like to see some American kid show them there might be other, better ways of doing things. They’d forgotten that half a century earlier Todd Sloane had shown them that the American way of race riding was better. While they had jeered at it - ‘Like a monkey on a stick,’ they had called him - they’d copied it, and never looked back.

I rode two winners my first day out in a couple of Mickey Mouse races at Warwick. To give Captain Ellerton his due, he’d made sure of it; he’d sent out two high-class but unraced horses for me to do it on. He hadn’t done it for me, of course; he just didn’t want  to listen to other people saying what a fool he’d been to take me on.

Ellerton’s yard was in form that season. He’d been sent a dozen good yearlings from the previous High-Flyer sale by a Kuwaiti prince, ten of which had won, two in Group class. He also had a good string of older horses. I ended up with sixty winners by the end of that first season. In my second season I passed the ton, and in the third I won a hundred and twenty races and the Oaks, my first classic. The racing hacks stopped jeering; they decided to tell their readers it wasn’t all fluke, Jake Felton really could ride.

It was big of them. I was still feeling so insecure among the brittle backbiting of British racing that I was actually grateful to them!

I went back to West Virginia for a month each winter, but I was really getting to like the English way of life - fly fishing, pheasant shooting, even, occasionally, fox hunting - as well as the way they ran their racing.

The owners were always more friendly than the professionals. I think some of them even took time to understand and appreciate my reasons for leaving the States - after all, I hadn’t left under a cloud or in disgrace - and they were only too happy to invite me into their homes. Well, most of them. Not some of the earls and other aristocrats, if they had daughters of my age, though gradually even they had melted.

And now, on a hot Saturday afternoon in mid-April, I was driving from Kempton to have dinner and stay the night at Aldrich Manor, the home of Sir John and Lady Fielding and their daughter Camilla, a very hot-looking 21-year-old.

I was feeling good. I’d just ridden a winner, my weight was steady at around 8st 21b, stripped, and at this early stage in the season I was only a few winners  behind the two leaders in the jockeys’ table. I’d just about managed to come to terms with my natural dislike of my guv’nor, Toby Ellerton; my dark green convertible Aston Martin DB6 was running like a hare on ecstasy, and I’d just got my twin-engined private pilot’s licence. This evening I was looking forward to spending a bit of time with a girl who had more to say for herself than the stable girls and East End horse-owning butcher’s daughters who had, up till then, been my main source of female company.

The only minus in the evening ahead was that I’d agreed to stop off on my way to the Feldings at a pub in Midhurst to give a quick interview to one of the least friendly and most influential of the racing hack pack. One has to do these things, or so Ellerton said; good press attracts owners. Personally, I know that what attracts owners is a lot of winners or, in certain circumstances which did not apply to Ellerton, an affable, likeable trainer with a happy yard. But Ellerton had pointed his finger at me and said, talk to this man about your Guineas ride, so that was what I was going to do - for one hour, no longer.

I walked into the old coaching inn. It was so old that even I had to duck to pass through the door into the main bar, a sprawling room with low, thick, smoke-blackened beams, Persian rugs on a well-worn elm floor and a lot of rickety country chairs tucked into nooks and corners. There was that nice quiet buzz of conversation you get in the better type of English pub; no jukebox or fruit machine.

The journalist was sitting, waiting for me. He was wearing a grimy linen jacket and his usual surly manner.

He had the kind of face that could relax only into surliness - not so much lived in as squatted in. An artist painting his portrait would have found himself reaching for the eau de nil to capture his complexion.  along with light charcoal for the furrows that lined his forehead like a cornfield in autumn beneath dry, lank hair the colour of sludge streaked with pewter.

‘What’ll you have to drink, Jake?’ he asked grudgingly, rising slowly from his chair as I approached.

‘Valis’d be good, Geoff,’ I said, pulling up the chair he hadn’t offered me.

‘What the fuck’s that?’

‘Vodka, a dash of lime, ice and soda.’

He looked pleased and wheezed up to the bar, leaving an opening for a couple of racegoers to come over and ask for autographs and a tip. I ought to have been used to it by then, but I still found it slightly embarrassing, and just smiled dumbly, signed and told them that they’d be broke backing my tips. I was almost glad when Geoff got back to the table with two tall glasses. I wondered why he had arranged to see me here and not at the races, but I noticed he had tucked us into a corner where a private conversation was actually possible.

He pulled a dog-eared, spiral-backed notebook from one of his baggy pockets, and started talking to me about racehorses.

On the whole, I’m always happy to talk about horses; I enjoy the hundreds of subtle differences in mood and performance that they can show to those who understand them. To most people, including a lot in racing, there’s an incomprehensible mystique about the state of a horse’s mind and health, but to that small percentage who can read the signals, it’s an intuitive knowledge to be proud of. And there aren’t many people I know who don’t sometimes like to show off their special knowledge.

Geoff looked around the bar, for a bit of background colour I guessed, and scribbled away in a messy scrawl of hieroglyphics which I doubted he was going to be  able to read when he got home, but that didn’t seem to worry him. Maybe it was just a front and he had a recorder in his pocket and a mike in his button.

‘I told my editor you’d win the championship this season,’ he said, ‘so he asked me to do a bit of a feature on you sometime.’

If he thought I was grateful, he was wrong. I just nodded and waited for him to get on with it.

‘D’you know something, Jake? Most of my colleagues in the pressroom reckon you’re uphill work to interview.’

I laughed. ‘Good. It keeps ’em off my ass.’

‘And it’s not just the way you talk. Though God knows, you’ve ended up sounding like a cross between Elvis Presley and Eddie Grundy.’

‘Whoever the hell he is,’ I said.

‘He’s a sort of English rustic folk hero. But no, it’s not your accent they find difficult, it’s just that you never seem to tell us anything.’

‘Well, it’s your lucky day today, Geoff. I’m feeling chatty.’

He looked quite surprised for a hardened hack. ‘Great! So tell me what you think of Captain Toby’s prospects this year.’

So, I told him.

Of course, there were a few horses I was specifically not allowed by Captain Ellerton to mention. But Dawn Raider, my prospective mount for the Two Thousand Guineas, had already been seen out, racing and on the gallops. We had no secrets about him.

Dawn Raider was among my favourite colts in the yard. He was exceptionally well-mannered and had improved steadily throughout the winter. He had an enormous stride which was always going to carry him a mile but which, in my private view, wouldn’t be suited to Epsom come June. So, yes, I was feeling confident  about him for the Guineas, but I couldn’t say the same for the Derby. Anyway, everyone’s focus was on the mile race until it had been run.

I told Geoff about our fillies and the older horses in the yard, who would go handicapping. Captain Toby had a bit of a name for getting these right. As that was how he earned the better part of his wages, information about his handicappers - the truth, anyway - was strictly taboo; but I had some fun pretending to give away a little that I shouldn’t have done. I’d be surprised if he didn’t get a few of his naps wrong later in the season.

To give Geoff his due, he knew what he was talking about and asked the right questions. I’d got into my stride and was loping along comfortably at a speed that would have suited a two-and-a-half-mile Cup race. Geoff got up every so often to replenish our glasses, and I didn’t pay too much attention. It was Saturday evening; I wasn’t riding the next day; I only had to make it to the Fieldings, no more than five miles away, and then I had nowhere to go until morning. I deserved a few vodkas.

 



Back in the car, slewing my way through the sunken lanes towards the Fieldings’ grand house halfway up the downs, I knew I’d had more than a few vodkas. I felt as if I’d drunk a bottle of it. Geoff must have been priming me for some indiscretions. I hoped to God he hadn’t succeeded. I didn’t think he had, but then I was finding it a little difficult to think at all.

The land began to fall away steeply to my left, where a piece had been gouged out of the smoothly rolling downs, like a giant had scooped the first spoonful from a great, green blancmange. There was only a rickety post-and-wire fence between the lane and the cliff. With the exaggerated caution of drunkenness, I steered my car round a tight bend. The road widened but it was  blocked with road menders’ debris where a new, galvanised-iron crash barrier was being erected, and a set of temporary traffic signals showing red.

I pulled up just in time. The road works obstructed the way round the bend ahead.

I put the engine in neutral and sat waiting for the lights to change. It was still warm; there was an old favourite Chicago tape playing in the Blaupunkt; I was getting drowsy and I was trying to keep my eyelids up.

But I guess I didn’t try hard enough.

The next thing I knew, my car was on the move, only it wasn’t heading up the road; we were going straight for the fence at the side of the road, jerking sort of sideways. I didn’t even have time to think what the hell was going on when we splintered one of the posts and I was looking through my windshield across three hundred yards of nothingness to the other side of the giant’s spoonful.

I stamped on my brake pedal like it was a rattle-snake’s head but I was doing nothing to stop the car. I felt it tip forward. I gazed around wildly to see a semicircle of sheer cliffs a hundred and fifty feet high, and a mass of rocky quarry workings below.

Nothing was going to help me now.

I screamed the first prayer I’d said in ten years and watched in terror as the rocks leaped up to meet me in my shiny, dark green, convertible coffin.

 



I’ve tried a hundred times to run my mental video of the scene, but there’s just about ten seconds before the tape goes blank; ten seconds that felt like ten minutes when, half asleep, I must have seen the lights turn green, put my gear shift into first, gunned the throttle and skidded off the road, over the edge of the quarry where Sir John Fielding’s ancestors had got the stone to build his house.

I never did get to see Aldrich Manor that weekend.

I came round I don’t know how much later. The records suggest, taking the time I left the pub, and the time it probably took me to drive four miles, that it was only another ten minutes or so. I don’t know. I don’t know how long I’d been asleep in the car before I drove the thing over the edge.

I came round with a lump on my head the size of a Christmas pudding, both legs trapped beneath the steering column in the long, shallow well in front of the driver’s seat and a strong smell of gasoline irritating my nostrils.

It was a miracle, the policeman said, that the car hadn’t landed upside down. Maybe my prayer had worked, I thought; I should try it again sometime. It was a bigger miracle that the fuel hadn’t ignited and burned my wrecked car to a black, steel skeleton.

I was feeling very lucky, lying in a hospital bed listening to the policeman.

I told him.

‘You are, Mr Felton, very lucky. Much luckier than you deserve.’

He didn’t sound as if he was making a joke. I turned my head, painfully, to see for sure. He wasn’t. He looked like a first-grade schoolteacher about to stand me in the corner.

‘Do you know how much you’d had to drink?’ he asked, dryly.

‘Too much,’ I said contritely. ‘But it wasn’t my fault. I thought I had two, maybe three single vodkas, really not enough to make me do what I did. The guy I was with, he was buying the drinks.’ I shrugged, and winced. ‘He was a reporter, trying to get information from me. I guess he was getting me a lot more to drink than I thought. You can’t always tell with vodka, not till it’s too late, anyway.’

‘Was the reporter called Geoffrey Haslam?’ .

‘That’s him,’ I said.

‘Hmm. If he was buying, he must have known how much you’d had. He turned up a few minutes after us, taking pictures while we cut you out.’

I smiled cynically. ‘The greedy bastard. He already had all he needed from me for a good Monday story.’

‘It’s not funny, Mr Felton, driving in that sort of condition. You may be very lucky to be alive, and none too damaged, but you won’t be driving for a year or two. We feel very strongly in this country that people in the public eye should set an example.’

Thank God I’d just got my pilot’s licence. But I kept that thought to myself, and tried to look contrite. It was hard, though. I was so darn happy to be alive.

I spent half an hour attempting to give the policeman an accurate statement of what had happened. By the time he left, I was feeling pretty foolish, and almost contrite. I was exhausted, too, from what people like to call the trauma of the whole incident. I gazed around the room at a few bunches of flowers that had already turned up, and fell back into a sound sleep.

I was woken by a cosy-plump nurse messing around with my pillows. She apologised and looked embarrassed. Maybe they didn’t get too many famous customers in this hospital.

‘That’s okay,’ I said with my best friendly smile. ‘I was getting bored sleeping anyway.’

‘You’ve got a visitor waiting for you outside. I didn’t let her come in while you were still asleep.’

‘Her?’ I asked.

She gave a shy grin, nodded and bustled out of the room in that special way nurses have.

A moment later, she was replaced by a tall, well-bred-looking sort of a girl. Her jaw and cheekbones were strong without being too strong, framed by a mop  of bobbed, natural blonde hair. Her big blue eyes were forthright but slightly defensive. She was a blend of Bambi and Amazon hard to resist.

Someone like Henry James would have described her as statuesque, except she had the longest, most visible provocative legs I’d ever seen at close quarters. Of Camilla Fielding’s height of six feet, the first four were below the waist.

The sight of those legs, then the half-smiling, soft-as-sponge lips quickly undid all the effects of the tranquillisers they’d given me to keep me calm and make me sleep.

I propped myself up and smiled. ‘Hi, shorty,’ I said. ‘How are you?’

‘Hungry, you little worm.’

‘Not such a little worm,’ I corrected her. ‘Did you miss dinner for me?’

‘Yes, but I’ve brought our first course with me.’ She pulled some smoked salmon and skinny slices of brown bread out of her bag. ‘They said I couldn’t give you any Chablis to go with it. Apparently you’d already had rather a lot to drink.’

‘You’ve been talking to that policeman, haven’t you?’

‘No, just eavesdropping. Should be on the front page of the News of the World tomorrow.’

‘Oh my Gahd!’ I said with exaggerated dismay, not too worried about the fact that of the ten thousand or so people who might be caught drinking and driving that evening, only my blameless, victimless misdemeanour would be reported on the front pages. I’d long ago reconciled myself to take the rough with the smooth that the British press liked to dole out.

‘You might not mind,’ Camilla said, ‘but Captain Toby Jug will.’

‘Good. I hope he bursts a blood vessel over it. It was  his bloody idea that I saw Geoff Haslam and it was that little toe-rag trying to get me oiled up and indiscreet that did the damage. I don’t suppose the policeman told that to the gentlemen of the press?’

‘I didn’t hear him,’ Camilla said. ‘It sounds like a fairly pathetic excuse, anyway. I’m sure it’s not very original.’

‘It may not be original, but it’s true, dammit. I know what I should feel like after three short vodkas; when I drove away from that pub I felt like I’d been swimming in the stuff. Look, I’m not asking for your sympathy. I admit I should have noticed what he was doing - it’s not the first time it’s been tried. But I would like it if you believed me, even if no one else will.’

‘All right, I believe you. Now, do you think that chubby little nurse would get us a couple of plates for our smoked salmon?’

‘I’ll ring her,’ I answered and pressed the button over my bed. The nurse came right in, as if she had been outside the door. I hoped she hadn’t heard Camilla’s description of her, though I could have explained that Camilla was basically envious of short women.

I asked for knives and plates and the nurse smiled and went to get them.

Camilla sat down in the ugly, vinyl-covered chair beside the bed and stretched out her magnificent legs.

‘My mother was sorry not to meet you,’ she said. ‘She wanted to talk to you about Corsican Lady. So, she’s coming to visit you tomorrow. I thought I’d better warn you.’

‘Warn me? Why, does she bite or something?’

‘Only in fun, you know, like a puppy.’

‘Should I stroke her?’

Camilla laughed. ‘You could try. Anyway, how long are you going to be a guest of the National Health Service?’

‘A few days at the most. I got a bump on the head and what the copper called “minor cuts and abrasions”. I don’t think I ever had an abrasion before. I was lucky.’

‘When you go back and have a look where you crashed, you’ll see that you were more than lucky. Someone must like you up there.’ She glanced at the ceiling.

‘It’s funny you should say that. I just had time to put in a quick supplication as I headed for the rocks. You know, I really thought I was on my way to the meat factory.’

‘They wouldn’t have got much meat off you,’ Camilla said with a smile that only lightly overlaid her obvious horror at what had nearly happened.

The nurse came back in with two trays and two plates for us.

‘Visiting time’s over really,’ she said, ‘but it doesn’t matter, so don’t hurry yourselves.’

She left and Camilla took three long slices of pink fish from her packet and laid them on a plate for me. Beside the salmon, she put two slices of brown bread and two quarters of lemon. She plucked a large wooden pepper mill from her bag. ‘Would you like me to grind for you?’ she asked.

‘Very much,’ I answered with overstated sincerity, and she scattered pepper over the smoked fish.

She passed me the plate and I pounced on it hungrily. I hadn’t eaten since the night before.

Camilla picked at hers, and told me about the other people who were staying the weekend at Aldrich Manor. They didn’t sound a lot of fun, and I wasn’t too interested, but I was grateful to her. I didn’t actually know her that well; we’d never even been out to dinner alone, but in her aloof sort of way I could see that she really had been worried about me, and that gave me a bigger charge than I would have thought.

The whole time she was in the room with me, though, she didn’t touch me. In a way, I was quite relieved, because I don’t think I could have stood the excitement, and not being able to do anything about it.

I was sorry when she left after half an hour, promising to come back the next evening with some dinner and telling me again to be careful of her mother.

I already knew a little about Lady ‘Bunty’ Fielding; and what I knew, I liked the sound of. She was one of those great, hearty ladies of the turf who make racing in England as special and honourable as it still manages to be.

I had noticed that women owners were often likely to be more genuinely sporting than the men. Women seldom own horses for reasons of vanity or status symbol. They are usually much less concerned about the commercial viability of their animals, and they tend to love them more than the men do. That makes them much easier owners to ride for. They understand, for instance, that a filly might not always be feeling on top form. And once they’ve chosen you to ride, provided you do your best and don’t knock their horses about with your whip, they tend not to criticise your riding. They don’t feel the need to assert their authority in the way most male owners do.

Bunty Fielding was, by all accounts, a fine example of this type of lady owner, and she had recently sent Corsican Lady, a three-year-old filly of Classic potential, to Toby Ellerton’s yard. Corsican Lady was entered for the One Thousand Guineas - the first fillies’ Classic of the season, but I felt she would do better in the mile and a half of the Oaks. She had never yet run beyond a mile, and in the early stage of her races she always struggled to lay up with the pace. I felt that the further she went, the better she would be. But we would have  to decide next week if she was going to run in the Guineas.

Lady Fielding had been to the yard a few times since Corsican Lady had arrived, but it happened that I hadn’t been there when she had. As Ellerton’s first jockey, I was the obvious choice to ride her filly, and I knew that was why she wanted to meet me.

She came into my room shortly after ten next morning. When I say ‘came into my room’, I should say ‘arrived and filled my room’. It wasn’t just that she was physically a large woman - Camilla’s height and twice her volume - her personality flooded into the place and took up residence in every comer and cranny.

She had good, high cheekbones, well fleshed and coloured by the open air. Below honest grey eyes, she had a surprisingly neat, slightly upturned nose. Her face was framed by a practical, pudding-basin mop of black and silver-streaked hair. Her clothes - made for dog-walking, not cat-walking - showed that her interest lay in quality rather than fashion. She gave an impression of forthright dependability and I liked her on sight.

‘Morning, Mr Felton,’ she boomed as she came in.

Her appearance made me want to stand up to greet her. I started to swing a leg from under the sheets.

‘Don’t be so silly,’ she ordered as she reached out a hand to give mine a vicious tug.

‘Good morning, Lady Fielding,’ I muttered with unusual meekness.

‘How are you feeling?’ she asked as she lowered herself into my visitor’s chair.

‘Not too bad, thanks,’ I replied.

‘You’re jolly lucky to be feeling anything. Sounds as though your chances of being a corpse were odds on. Camilla says you were pickled.’

‘Well, er ...’

‘It’s all right. She told me why. Must be one of the hazards of the game these days, though I daresay they were doing it in Fred Archer’s day too. Well, I’m sorry to be meeting you like this, rather put a damper on my dinner party last night, but I did want to talk to you about Corsican Lady. D’you want to ride her in the Guineas?’

‘I’m not sure, Lady Fielding.’

‘What do you mean, not sure? What’s wrong with her?’

‘There’s nothing wrong with her. I just think we’d do better to concentrate on the Oaks. It’s a better distance for her, it’ll give her more time to find her feet.’

‘She was bred for twelve furlongs, of course, but she looks as good over a mile as any of the other fillies I’ve seen.’

‘Maybe she is, and maybe she could do it, but I just think it might take so much out of her. she might not recover in time for the Oaks. She’s quite a delicate filly, you know. Anyway, Lady Fielding, that’s just my opinion. Maybe Captain Ellerton thinks otherwise and it’s up to you and him.’

‘I’d always rather hear a good jockey’s view first. The next question is, will you be ready to ride in ten days anyway?’

‘The doc says yes,’ I replied, ‘and he looks like an honest man.’

‘You’re still looking pretty peaky, though. And my main reason for sending the filly to Ellerton was that I’d be guaranteed to get you to ride her.’

‘That’s very flattering, Lady Fielding.’

‘Call me Bunty; and I’ll call you Jake, if I may.’

‘I’d better not call you that in front of the Captain. He’d have apoplexy.’

‘Pompous little twit!’

I assumed she was referring to my guv‘nor, not me. She stood up abruptly. ‘Well, I’m glad to have met you, Jake. I hope you’re up and about soon. I have your home phone number so I’ll give you a ring about the filly. Best of luck, and steer clear of the vodka from now on.’

She took a couple of ground-covering strides towards the door, stopped and turned round. ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘I nearly forgot.’ She fished into a large floppy straw basket she carried, pulled out the biggest bunch of grapes I’d ever seen, smiled and placed them on the bedside table. ‘Don’t eat them all at once,’ she commanded. ‘’Bye.’

‘Goodbye,’ I said as her back disappeared through the door.

I was elated by her visit. You couldn’t really fault the old battleaxe, and I could appreciate, beneath a few surplus layers of fatty tissue, something of her daughter in her.

And, like I’d told her, I was flattered. I guessed she must have seen me riding dozens, if not hundreds of times, so she knew my style and, above all, she knew I always tried. She obviously appreciated that, and it was for that that I had come to England.

At least, that had been one of my more positive reasons for coming.




Chapter Two

An hour or two later, they brought me a full-blown English Sunday lunch, well-meant but with all taste cooked out of it. I didn’t want it, but I didn’t want to upset my chubby little nurse either. I managed to eat most of it before falling back into an uncomfortable doze. I was feeling scratchy when my next visitor was announced, and a lot more scratchy when he sidled into the room.

‘Er, hello, Jake,’ Geoff Haslam said. He was wearing the same clothes as he had been the day before. He looked as though he had slept in them.

‘What do you want?’ I asked, letting him know that whatever it was, he wasn’t going to get it. ‘You’ve had all the interviews you’re ever getting from me.’

‘Just to find out how you are.’

‘Just to round off your story for tomorrow, you mean. Why didn’t you ask the nurses? They’ll tell you more than me. You’ve got a nerve, coming here after what you did.’

Geoff tightened and looked nervous. ‘What d’you mean?’

‘Getting me pissed like that.’

He relaxed, even gave a nasty grin. ‘Come on, Jake,  you’re old enough not to have fallen for that.’

‘Yeah,’ I nodded. ‘But I thought you wanted to interview me, not kill me. I don’t even want to know what I told you. Just get the hell out of here.’ I clammed my mouth shut and turned away.

Geoff took his cue, quite happily I should think, and left the room without a word. His skin was as thick as a nun’s winter drawers.

After he’d gone, I reflected for a while that I’d let him off lightly. He’d probably cost me a week’s racing, a year’s driving, and a brand new Aston Martin. One day, I thought, he’ll pay.

Meanwhile, I heaved myself out of bed to wash and shave before Camilla came. I was feeling a lot better now, and it showed in the face that stared back at me from the mirror. Like anyone else’s, it was a face I had taken for granted all my life, though I knew I’d been lucky to inherit more from my father than just his talent with horses.

Dad had straight brown hair, good clean-cut features and mischievous hazel eyes. And his looks didn’t deteriorate over the years after he had come home from gaol up until the yearling dumped him in the yard for the last time. Although he had been a little larger than I was, the face I was looking at now could have been Dad’s thirty years before. I grinned at it and began to scrape two days’ growth of stubble from it.

Camilla came later. This time she touched me, just once, with her luscious lips on my warm brow. My lips envied my brow and I felt a nice, reassuring tingle in my groin, but that was my ration for the night.

She asked how it had gone with her mother, who had evidently liked what little she’d seen of me. Then she sat down on the bed and chatted about where I’d grown up, and what I’d done as a kid. It made a change.

People here never usually asked me about that sort  of thing. They only ever wanted to know about my racing experiences in the States, and I was sick of even thinking about those.

I told her about West Virginia and the farm where I was raised; about the thoroughbreds and working horses I’d been around all my young life; the hogs, the turkeys and the wild deer. I told her about my hunting expeditions to shoot duck, geese, pigeon - anything I knew my mum knew how to cook - and about swimming in ice-cold creeks in rocky valleys, and the colours of the Appalachian autumn.

She listened and seemed honestly interested.

‘You must take me over and show me sometime,’ she said.

I smiled at the prospect until I realised it was her exit line. Maybe she was just putting on a show of good old English upper-class manners. But she blew me a kiss from the door.

 



Captain Toby Ellerton didn’t blow any kisses when he next saw me.

I drove to Lambourn in the Berkshire Downs on the evening of my third day out of hospital. I parked my hired Jaguar XJS on the Captain’s elegant, flower-lined gravel drive in front of his copybook red-brick Queen Anne residence, Melbourne House. He was in the yard when I let myself in through the front door, but his wife, Janey, was in the kitchen as usual, looking harassed and overworked. Poor Janey.

‘Hello, Jake,’ she said with a self-erasing smile in her watery blue eyes. ‘Are you better?’

I stretched a few limbs and inspected them. ‘They all seem to work, and my abrasions are almost gone.’

‘Abrasions?’ Janey looked slightly alarmed.

‘It’s okay, they’re not contagious. You’re looking sort of ... lovely,’ I tried.

‘Rubbish, Jake. If I ever looked lovely, it was a very long time ago,’ she said, and she was right.

I tried safer territory. ‘Miranda’s looking lovely.’

Janey smiled, with more conviction this time. ‘Yes, isn’t she,’ and she looked down with pride at a dark chocolate Labrador, lying in a basket with her eight teats swollen in pregnancy.

‘Not too long now,’ I said, sounding knowledgeable.

‘Next week, I should think,’ Janey said.

‘Should be a good litter,’ I said. ‘Now, where’s the Fuhrer?’

‘Out in the yard, giving someone hell probably.’

‘Worse than usual?’ I asked.

‘Much,’ she nodded. ‘And he had two winners today.’

‘Yeah, I heard on the radio. Lucky Garry.’

‘Not so lucky Garry. One of them wasn’t supposed to win.’

I winced. ‘Oh well, these things happen. I’ll go and find him,’ I said, and let myself out through the back door.

I took a short cut through the Ellertons’ large, tidy kitchen garden, through an arched gateway in the brick wall into the original cobbled courtyard where half a dozen of the best horses were stabled alongside the tack rooms and Ellerton’s office.

There were signs everywhere reflecting the Captain’s personality. Everything was just so, all historically and architecturally correct, he was proud of telling me. He’d had every window in the house replaced the year before because they were a century out of sync. In the old yard, all the new guttering and drainpipes were cast iron, made just the same as the Victorian ones they had replaced. It was an obsession I could appreciate, but I guessed it was a very expensive one.

I never talked to the Captain about money, except mine, and that was only once a year when we  negotiated my contract, but I had a pretty good idea of his income from training racehorses. Right now, with the recent falling off of owners caused by Britain’s particularly vicious recession, I reckoned it wasn’t enough to pay for his expensive indulgences.
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