
        
            
                
            
        

    
 

	 

	Charles Rathlyn was a sportsman whose luck ran in cycles. He lost his horse and everything he owned in the famed Royal Cup steeplechase; a few weeks later he had met and married a wealthy woman, and was leading a peacefully happy life. Then he met a girl who made him dangerously restive, and stirred his wife to a jealous rage. When his wife falls to a violent death, the stage is set for one of the most shocking climaxes in recent crime fiction.
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CHAPTER ONE

	A fine February drizzle was drifting across the course as the numbers went up for the 1952 Royal Cup. Disappointing, because the day had begun fine and this might spoil visibility, blurring one’s race-glasses and even veiling the far side of the course.

	Still, the business of the moment was in the paddock, and to this were trooping now the hundreds of members and their friends for whom the Shankesbury ‘Royal’ was surpassed in importance and popularity only by the Grand National and the Cheltenham Gold Cup.

	The owners were beginning to dribble in twos and threes into the parade ring, men and women, young and old, rich and . . . not so rich as they hoped they looked—the men mostly in bowler hats and wide-skirted overcoats or macintoshes, the women in every variety of turn-out, from well-worn tweeds to fur coat and high-heeled shoes; only a handful of them, compared to the men, but numbers seemed to be increasing year by year. Noticeable among them was Mrs. Waygold, owner of the favourite, Ballnaceach; and round her were a little group of men attracted by the glamour of expected success, by her by no means negligible charms, or by her reputation for riches and generosity. Mrs. Waygold’s own attention, however, was on her horse, which had just come into the ring—a big, upstanding bay with powerful quarters and flat, sloping shoulders that looked well up to the task of carrying him and his rider at speed round the stiff three and a half miles of this great race.

	Many eyes were upon Ballnaceach, as he walked sedately beside his stable-lad round the ring; he would start at something like three to one—short odds in a steeplechase with many runners of real quality—and he was carrying a lot of public money. But there were other well-backed horses, too, and among these was a beautifully made grey mare, No. 15, Silver Eagle, owned by Captain Charles Rathlyn, which was to be ridden today by Dan Maston, one of the boldest and most successful jockeys riding under National Hunt Rules. This fact alone would have attracted public money, but Silver Eagle had her own good merits and had youth in her favour; she had not yet won a big race, but was generally thought to have been unlucky at Hurst Park earlier in the season.

	Whatever public favour she had earned, however, the mare was carrying today what to her owner seemed his whole life. Charles Rathlyn, forty years old now, had held a regular commission in the 1st/27th Lancers, which had been ‘converted’ into armoured cars before 1939. He was a born horseman, with a passion for race-riding, and in the thirties he had been left a useful little fortune by an uncle. The young soldier had just begun to ‘use’ it, with good, or at any rate pleasant, effect, when Hitler’s invasion of Poland put an end to all that.

	Although no longer a horse-soldier, Charles had enjoyed his armoured-car scraps with the Germans in that hectic May of 1940, but his luck ended on the quay at Dunkirk, where his leg had been smashed by a bomb.

	Discharged unfit, with a small disability pension, Charles found that he could no longer race. He could ride, but his stiff knee made him clumsy and unbalanced; he tried hunting, but he could not ‘go’ as he used to, and that to a thruster by nature is misery. His income, too, was greatly reduced by taxation; he had enough for comfort and one modest luxury, so he decided to concentrate on a small string of steeplechasers. He had no luck, however, and for three years had been going steadily downhill, almost to the point of selling his string and buying a farm. Then one lucky, or skilful, buy gave him fresh hope: Silver Eagle, bought as a three-year-old with no public reputation, suddenly developed into a first-rate chaser. Charles and his trainer, Fred Dartle, kept as quiet as possible about her—her failure at Hurst Park had helped them in that—so that she would start today, with a fine chance of winning, at a very fair price, and carrying, besides a good deal of ‘cavalry’ money, the whole, or nearly the whole, of Charles Rathlyn’s remaining capital.

	Dan Maston needed no last-minute instructions. He had ridden Silver Eagle in every race she had run in Charles’s colours, and knew exactly what she could do and how to get the best out of her. Charles gave the little man a leg up, patted his knee and said:

	“You’re carrying my last button, Dan.”

	Maston nodded, touched his cap, and then joined the string of horses making their way out on to the course—a way quiet or lively, according to their respective temperaments. The roar of the crowd rose to a new pitch as they appeared, but it made no impression on Charles’s accustomed ears; he detached himself from Dartle and the other owners and made his way to the furthest, topmost corner of that section of the Members’ stand which is reserved for owners.

	He was joined almost at once by his old brother officer and life-long friend, Gerald Fanthony, who had been feeling the book and executing one or two last-minute commissions. George had a half-interest in a moderate animal running in the last race, so he qualified for an owner’s badge.

	“She’ll start at about sixes, I think, old man. I got a couple of hundred on at eights. Best I could do. A bit for myself too. I’m backing her on your judgment, you know, old man. I don’t know all that much about the mare myself. I was out of the country when she ran last at Hurst Park; what happened? Did she fall?”

	Charles shook his head. “No; she was knocked into just as she came to the last fence—unbalanced; she couldn’t get going again in time.”

	“Oh, that was it. Well, I hope you’re right about her; she’s carrying a lot of money.”

	Again Charles nodded, but did not speak. His glasses were at his eyes now, bearing upon the bright patch of colour at the start.

	The shouting had died down now and all eyes that could see were turned upon the wavering line of horses. At last the tape flew up, the white flag fell and the twenty horses sprang forward as if released by a catapult.

	By the time the field had reached the far side of the course on the first time round, three horses were out in front—Larkaway, the second favourite, Hunter’s Holler, and a horse he could not identify. Five or six lengths behind came Silver Eagle, just clear of Ballnaceach, followed by a bunch of eight others; three or four were tailed off, and the rest had fallen. Ballnaceach was jumping beautifully, seeming to gain a length over every fence, and then running smoothly on with the long, effortless stride that took so little out of him, heavily weighted though he was. Silver Eagle was doing all right too—definitely ‘there’, though not in the same class as Ballnaceach as a classic fencer. As the two approached the formidable open ditch Gerald thought that Maston was pushing the mare a bit, perhaps trying to hurry the bay out of his stride.

	“Ahh!” There was a gasp all round the course as the grey brushed through the top of the big fence, sending a cloud of gorse flying. She did not come down, but the effort to recover balance took something out of her, and Ballnaceach, jumping perfectly, was now a clear length ahead as they approached the stand. Larkaway was still running on strongly, but Hunter’s Holler and the other leader—now identified as Champerton—were beginning to tire; it was now evident that, barring accidents, there were only three horses in the race.

	Charles’ face was flushed, and behind his glasses his eyes were sparkling with excitement. He knew that Leddy was pressing the top-weight too soon; it was exactly what he had hoped; Leddy was afraid of Larkaway and had forgotten all about Silver Eagle. But—barring that blunder at the open ditch—the race was going exactly as he, Charles, had planned it with his trainer and Dan Maston; the mare was still fresh, and her lighter weight and superb turn of speed would take her to the front after they turned for home from the far side.

	“Ahh!” Another gasp as Champerton toppled over. Hunter’s Holler was dropping back now; Ballnaceach passed him; after the next fence Silver Eagle passed him too. The bay was drawing up to Larkaway, and the grey mare was within three lengths of the bay. Leddy had not looked behind him; his eyes were concentrated on Larkaway, when they were not on the fence ahead.

	Four fences out Larkaway was beaten; Ballnaceach passed him on landing and still strode resolutely on, but he, too, was beginning to flag now and Leddy was riding him. Suddenly the bookmakers and the crowd realised what was happening.

	Silver Eagle was closing up fast now; between the last two fences they raced side by side, both jockeys sitting still and concentrating all their thoughts, their experience, their skill on that last vital jump. Leddy knew that the young mare would have the legs of Ballnaceach in the run in; it was the jump that would give him his last chance. Three strides out he pushed his horse hard, gaining half a length as he came to his take-off, playing just the game that Maston had tried to play at the open ditch. Maston knew all about it now and did his utmost to steady Silver Eagle, but the mare was young, inexperienced, her blood was up; she jumped with Ballnaceach, jumped too big, pecked on landing and was nearly down. A superb effort by horse and rider kept them on their feet, but by the time they were going again Ballnaceach was three lengths clear.

	The crowd was roaring now, roaring with excitement, the backers of Ballnaceach roaring with joy. The sound of it reached the ears of the two jockeys, each concentrating the whole of his conscious being upon the last tremendous struggle which would carry one or the other to victory.

	For the first time in their joint racing careers Dan Maston took the whip to the mare. He was riding her now for all he was worth, and Silver Eagle responded with everything she had. Over that last gruelling uphill furlong she slowly began to over-haul Ballnaceach, crept up to his quarters . . . then, fifty yards from home, she faltered; Maston instantly dropped his hands, leaving Ballnaceach to sail past the post an easy winner by nearly two lengths.

	On the top of the stand Charles Rathlyn slowly lowered his race-glasses. His face was deathly white, an expressionless mask. He stared straight in front of him across the course, seeing nothing, deaf to all sound. Only a tiny muscle twitching at the angle of his set jaw showed the intensity of his feelings. For a year or more he, with the help of his trainer, Fred Dartle, had played for this one stake, building up the mare—and the ‘background’ too—for this race, the Shankesbury Royal Cup. Charles did not know whether Dartle had backed the mare himself; it was a question he never asked and one on which the trainer kept his own counsel; but Charles himself, little by little, starting as soon as the book opened and spreading little ‘packets’ as widely and quietly as possible, had invested on Silver Eagle every penny that he could lay his hands on. It was only in the last few days that the mare’s price had noticeably shortened; Charles had got most of his money on at really generous odds, and he had stood to win a small fortune—enough to keep him and his modest string going for a comfortable number of years ahead. Now all that was gone. How, even, he was going to live, on little more than his tiny disability pension, Charles had not attempted to consider; all his mind was concentrated on the dreadful thought that for him racing was over.

	Gerald touched his friend on the elbow.

	“Come and have a drink, old man,” he said gruffly.

	Charles nodded. Together they walked down to the bar and had a couple of stiff whiskies. Charles was not a heavy drinker and the spirit had an instant effect upon him, restoring some sense of proportion.

	“Come and have a look at the mare,” he said. “I ought to have come straight down and had a word with Dan; he rode a grand race.”

	They found the mare being rugged up, Dartle watching and lending an occasional hand, no expression on his lean, tight-lipped face. Maston had already gone off to change for another race.

	“No luck, Fred,” said Charles, as cheerfully as he could manage. “No fault of yours; she was trained to the minute.”

	“Thank you, sir. It was just a bit of bad luck, I think; she was too game. I don’t blame Maston.”

	“Oh, no; it was just one of those things.”

	For a time their attention was given to boxing the mare—she was travelling by road. Then, when the heavy ramp was up, Charles Rathlyn turned to his trainer.

	“You must look out for a buyer, Fred—for her and the others.”

	For a moment the trainer’s imperturbability was shaken; a look of real consternation appeared on his face.

	“You don’t mean it, sir? I . . . that’s bad news indeed. But if it’s necessary, wouldn’t it be better to wait till she’s won a nice race? She could hardly have run better than she did today, but buyers like a winner.”

	Charles shook his head.

	“Better perhaps, but impossible. I’m clean broke. We’ll go into details later, but you must take it as certain.”

	Dartle said no more, and presently Charles and Gerald strolled back to the paddock, where the horses for the next race were now parading. Suddenly they found themselves face to face with the victorious owner, flushed with success and perhaps just a glass too much champagne.

	Kate Waygold gave Charles a brilliant smile, then quickly changed it to an understanding look of sympathy.

	“That was real bad luck for you, Captain Rathlyn. I’m sorry; I am indeed. If it hadn’t been for that peck she had us beat. You deserved to win.”

	Charles had only met Mrs. Waygold on casual occasions. He appreciated her friendliness and told her so. She was passing on, when suddenly she stopped and looked at him shrewdly.

	“Forgive me if I’m talking out of turn,” she said. “Little birds tell me this may have hit you hard. If you want to sell Silver Eagle I’ll pay your price for her. Think it over.”

	Charles gasped.

	“I . . . I hardly . . .”

	“No need to answer now,” she broke in. “Anyway, come down to Tandrings for the week-end and we’ll try to cheer you up. Bring Major Fanthony, if he’d like to come.”

	 

	


CHAPTER TWO

	Kate Waygold was the daughter of a turf accountant, Joseph Hillburn, now defunct and more pertinently, the widow of Terence Waygold. Waygold, a ‘playboy’ in the modern expression, inheriting a large fortune from an American mother, had never needed to work, but spent his time and money amusing himself—owning a yacht, race-horses, and finally a beautiful young wife whom he could deck with pearls and precious stones and whom, to his own great surprise, he came to love with a complete devotion which lasted until he broke his neck out hunting the winter after his horse, Simon the Seventh, won the Gold Vase at Ascot.

	That happened when Kate was in her early thirties and she, after a quick recovery from the shock, settled down to enjoy the astonishing wealth that her doting husband left to her, wealth that she enjoyed not only for the fun that it brought her but for the happiness that it could give to other people. For Kate Waygold was a generous woman, warm-hearted, equable, and at the same time shrewd enough not to be a prey to the sharks who flocked round her. With her husband’s money she had inherited his stud and racing stable, even something of his genuine fondness for horses though she had always been a poor rider. She kept them on, and had had a fair measure of success with them, though it was generally thought that her trainer, Carter Casling, was a bit too clever for her.

	At the time of Ballnaceach’s victory at Shankesbury, Kate Waygold was forty-six and was still a handsome woman, though, in the parlance of her racing friends, she was carrying a bit too much weight. She had had many offers of marriage, but had preferred to retain her freedom, until she could find a man of kindness and courage for herself.

	So, seeking for him, seeking but so far not finding, she kept open house at Tandrings, the lovely old Elizabethan house in Barryshire that Terry had bought just before he died.

	It was to Tandrings, that Charles Rathlyn and his friend Gerald Fanthony came on that Friday evening in February, following the Shankesbury Royal Cup; driving down in Gerald’s Lorte-Renton and arriving just in comfortable time, for a whisky-and-soda and a bit of chit-chat with hostess and fellow guests before going up to dress for dinner.

	Charles himself was still too shaken and worried about his own precarious position to notice much about his fellow guests. It was upon Kate Waygold that Rathlyn’s interest was centred—his interest and his hope, almost his only hope. If she would pay him a really good price—‘your price’ she had called it, in the flush of her victory at Shankesbury—then there was still a chance for him to rebuild some sort of position for himself, though it must be a very modest one.

	Knowing something about the quality of Tandrings hospitality, Charles and Gerald Fanthony had both brought their hunting kit, hoping to be offered a mount. The meet, they had discovered, was at Eborn’s Gorse, only a few miles away, and sure enough, horses were put at their disposal. Mrs. Waygold too was going, hoping to see something of Captain Rathlyn’s performance across country, even though she knew that if hounds really ran she herself would soon be left behind.

	Kate Waygold believed in hacking to the meet if it was within reasonable distance. It got her horse’s back down and warmed her own blood before that chilly-moment at the covert-side which, with the timid, is such a test of three-o’clock-in-the morning courage. Today Charles Rathlyn made a point of riding beside her; his quick eye noted the clumsiness of her seat in the saddle, the nervousness with which she controlled her high-spirited horse, but nothing would have induced him to betray his knowledge.

	“Will you pilot me, Mrs. Waygold?” he asked. “You know the country and I don’t.”

	“You wouldn’t see much of the hunt if you waited for me to pilot you,” she said. “I’m no performer; I just like a ride and not too much jumping. Primrose will carry you at the top of the hunt, and there’s no wire to worry about.”

	Rathlyn patted his mare’s glossy neck.

	“I’m sure she would, but I couldn’t stay with her. You will have noticed that I’ve got a stiff knee; I’m no thruster now—balance gone and liable to fall off.”

	Kate Waygold felt a faint sense of disappointment. Still, she knew something about understatements, and hoped that this was one of them.

	Rathlyn wanted to please Mrs. Waygold, and he sensed that she wanted him to be a credit to her and to the lovely chestnut mare she had provided for him, so when hounds ran he picked a line for himself and was soon oblivious to everything but the exhilaration of riding a perfect fencer over a good grass country and fair, unwired fences. It was a sharp burst of twenty minutes, and when hounds ran into their fox at the far side of the first bit of heavy plough, Charles, though not in the first flight, was not far behind.

	He slipped off his mare, loosened his girth, and made much of her. A thin-faced man, with a hooked nose and dark moustache, riding a rather common-looking animal, clipped trace-high, trotted up to him and followed suit.

	“That’s a good one you’ve got there,” he said. “Am I right in thinking she’s from the Tandrings stables? I have followed you at a respectful distance and admired the performance.”

	Rathlyn smiled.

	“Her performance,” he said. “Yes, you’re quite right. Mrs. Waygold has kindly mounted me.”

	“I thought I recognised her—the mare. By the way, my name’s Netterly.”

	“Mine’s Rathlyn.”

	“What, the owner of Silver Eagle?”

	Charles nodded, feeling gloomily that this might be the last time he could answer that question in the affirmative.

	“A grand mare; it was wretched luck, that peck over the last fence; I thought she was a certain winner.”

	“I hope she didn’t lose you a packet.”

	Netterly smiled and shook his head.

	“As a matter of fact I don’t bet, but I like watching a good race. Here’s your hostess coming,” he added.

	Charles Rathlyn looked over his shoulder and saw Kate Waygold approaching. He walked to meet her, nodding farewell to his new acquaintance. Kate was looking flushed and handsome, and Charles smiled at her cheerfully.

	“Thank you for a grand ride, Mrs. Waygold,” he said. “I hope you enjoyed that hunt.”

	“I should think I did. I followed you for two or three fields, but I couldn’t keep it up. I didn’t see much sign of falling off.”

	Charles laughed.

	“That was Primrose; she caught me the other side. She really is a lovely performer, so smooth and sure.” Rathlyn rather laboriously clambered back into his own saddle.

	So they followed hounds to covert, and when a fox went away, Rathlyn stayed with his hostess and piloted her on a very pleasant little hunt, not letting her scramble through the gaps made by other people but going his own line, picking easy places to jump and giving her plenty of time to catch up with him between fences. Plenty of confidence too; Kate Waygold enjoyed that little pottering hunt as she had never enjoyed a hunt before. They went home early, riding all the way and talking it all over. Charles was pleased with himself; he felt that he had sown some useful ground-bait. As for Kate Waygold, her eyes were sparkling as she lay and soaked in her hot mustard bath. She felt that she had found a man—and a man not entirely devoid of sympathy and understanding.

	The other guests had enjoyed themselves too. Gerald Fanthony had had a smashing fall, and as his horse had not been hurt—a disaster with a loaned mount—he was at the top of his form, chaffing the ladies and drinking rather more Bollinger than was strictly good for him.

	The following day, Sunday, Charles hardly had a word alone with Mrs. Waygold, and when she retired to her sitting-room after tea ‘to write letters’, he felt that his fondly cherished hopes had flopped. When a rubber of bridge was started he was unlucky enough to cut out, so was sitting in an armchair, gloomily looking through the papers again, when a footman appeared and asked if it would be convenient for him to go and see Mrs. Waygold. He jumped up from his chair with alacrity—from the bridge-table Gerald cocked an encouraging eyebrow at him—and followed the footman down a long passage.

	The room in which Mrs. Waygold was waiting for him had been her husband’s study or smoking-room.

	Kate Waygold was standing by the fire. She was wearing a black cocktail frock of heavy silk that set off her fine figure to perfection.

	Mrs. Waygold pointed to a tray containing a decanter of sherry, two glasses and a dish of salted almonds.

	“Have I dragged you from a rubber?”

	Charles smiled his attractive smile.

	“As a matter of fact, no; but I should have needed no dragging.”

	He filled her a glass of sherry and helped himself. She sipped hers for a moment of two and seemed rather at a loss for words. Then she sank on to a leather sofa and patted the seat beside her.

	“Captain Rathlyn,” she said, “I don’t know how you are situated, as they say, and perhaps I am talking quite out of turn. Forgive me if I am. I wondered whether you would consider becoming my racing manager.”

	Rathlyn’s heart gave a bound. Nothing of this kind had entered his head. His thoughts raced and he was conscious—when he got them under control—of looking extremely foolish.

	“I . . . I . . . hardly . . . I had no idea . . .” he stammered.

	Mrs. Waygold checked him.

	“Of course I don’t expect an immediate answer,” she said, “—unless you want to turn it down flat. If you care to hear, I will tell you something of what it would mean.”

	“Do please tell me. It sounds a wonderful idea.”

	Kate Waygold relaxed. She had not been at all sure that she would not be turned down flat. She finished her glass of sherry and held it out for more.

	She was perfectly well aware that a prudent woman—a prudent owner of either sex—would have made a great many confidential enquiries before inviting a near-stranger to take on a post of so much responsibility, with so much money involved. But she had never been noted for prudence. She was impetuous, and enjoyed being impetuous. She had liked the way Charles Rathlyn took his beating at Shankesbury; she had liked the way he rode Primrose; and she had liked the way he had thanked her for the ride and then devoted the rest of the day to seeing that she enjoyed herself. He was not a moaner nor a boaster, and he clearly had more than the usual man’s meagre share of unselfishness and thoughtfulness. So, without any enquiries worth speaking of—the idea had indeed flashed into her mind at Shankesbury and she had asked one or two casual questions of her friends—she invited him here and now to become her manager. Here and now he accepted.
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