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        By its very definition, a second chance requires a first failure. A mistake of youth, perhaps. A regretted lapse of judgment, or even an outright, calculated, felonious act. And everything in between. To be sure, the shades along the continuum grow darker moving from left to right, but where is the tipping point? When is the precise moment when we know, without doubt or debate, that an invisible line has been crossed? The distance between right and wrong has no frets—only invisible gradations that modulate the pitch until we realize that it’s something more than off. More than simply sharp or flat. That’s the point where gray turns to black.

      

    

  


  
    
  


  To Robert, a plunger who lived big and died young.
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  CHAPTER ONE


  SATURDAY, AUGUST 11, 1962


  The flames leapt into the last of the night’s darkness, casting their dancing orange light against the weathered planks of the nearby outbuildings. The fire had engulfed the entire structure—a horse barn—swallowing it whole, from its timber walls to its pitched roof and wrought-iron weathervane at the top.


  I watched from a safe distance, shielding my face from the heat with my hands. Deep inside the blaze, boards and beams whistled and popped, crackling as they withered and wasted under the assault of the fire. And when the last three walls collapsed upon themselves, the roof fell and sent a great cartwheeling ball of pyrotechnics skyward, spitting sparks and setting alight the cool August night, just as if day had broken. Then, flattened and starved of its fuel, the fire exhausted itself within minutes. Soon, it could manage little more than a hissing black smoke. All went dark again.


  Tempesta, the derelict Sanford Shaw stud farm, consisted of forty structures—barns, stables, outbuildings, and feed sheds—spread over eight hundred acres of rolling meadow adjacent to a wooded grove off Route 67. Bordered by the highway on one side and a stream several hundred yards to the southeast on the other, the farm butted up against the Montgomery County line from the Saratoga side. As such, Tempesta Farm fell under the jurisdiction of the Saratoga County sheriff. Which was why the tall, heavyset figure lumbering toward me came as a surprise. My old pal, Montgomery County sheriff Frank Olney.


  “You’re up early on a Saturday,” he said.


  “Maybe I didn’t go home last night.”


  Frank said nothing. And he didn’t smile either. He didn’t approve of such behavior or, for that matter, jokes about it. His rectitude was one of the traits I liked most about him. And least. Unlike the men who think a ribald story or a pat on the behind is just a little harmless fun—and their birthright as males of the species—Frank Olney always walked right and true on the side of decency. Sure, he was short-tempered, wound as tight as a spring, and partial to short ties and uniforms a size too small, but no honest person ever questioned his integrity. He shot as straight as a die. And that was what I found tiresome about him. He sometimes made me feel like a wretch on the downtown express to hell. But I loved him for never making me feel like prey or a chippy unable to resist his overweight, middle-aged charms. I ran into enough of those types at the newspaper.


  “What brings you here?” I asked. “Isn’t this Sheriff Pryor’s territory?”


  “I was in the neighborhood,” he said. “I’m ready to help out if he needs a hand.”


  “How do you think this happened?”


  He stared at the smoldering pile of cinders before us, his lips twisted into a reflective pout. “No electrical storms last night, so that’s not what caused this.”


  The distant wail of an approaching siren interrupted Frank’s musings. He wiped his sweating face with his cap. It was a chilly, wet morning, but the barn continued to pump heat.


  “That’ll be the Volunteer Fire Department,” he said. “Just in time to save the foundation.”


  “So if it wasn’t lightning, what do you think? Arson? An accident?”


  “Kids most likely.”


  “Any chance there were horses in there?” I asked.


  “No. This place has been empty for years. Since the war. The Shaws got out of breeding and racing before they moved the carpet mills south.”


  New Holland had been orphaned by the Shaw Knitting Mills after World War II, ending nearly a century of carpet manufacturing along the Mohawk River. The most powerful industrialist in nineteenth-century New Holland, Sanford Shaw had built the stud farm on Route 67 on the advice of his physician, who prescribed a relaxing pastime to reduce the “nervous tension in consequence of the rigors of the manufacturing business.” This according to his biography, Carpeting the Eastern Seaboard: The Life and Legacy of Sanford J. Shaw. While Tempesta may have begun as a pleasant distraction for a captain of industry, it soon blossomed into an important breeding stable of Thoroughbreds, especially once his elder son, Joshua, took an interest in horse racing around the turn of the century. The son and heir’s passion kept the farm going even when New York State outlawed gambling and effectively killed Thoroughbred racing for three years in the 1910s. When Sanford Shaw wanted to send his best horses to France, Joshua prevailed upon him to keep Tempesta running. His vision was rewarded when, in 1913, a favorable court ruling restored betting—partially at least—in New York. But it wasn’t until the old man died in 1925 that Joshua threw himself—and most of the family’s fortune—into breeding champions in earnest. Tempesta horses won derbies and stakes races from Kentucky to England to France, and in nearby Saratoga Springs, while Joshua Shaw lived the life of a globetrotter and bon vivant.


  Then came the Depression, which hit the mills hard, followed by the war. Horse breeding took a backseat to patriotic duty. Following a polo injury, Joshua was replaced at the helm of the Shaw Knitting Mills by his younger brother Nathan shortly after the attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941. Tempesta Farm was abandoned and the horses sold off. The grass grew, consuming the three-quarter-mile training track, jumping course, and nearly everything else on the property. The forty barns and other buildings, including the caretaker’s house and dormitories, were left to molder a stone’s throw from the August excitement of Saratoga. Forsaken and all but forgotten, Tempesta now seemed a world away from its former glory.


  “So what are you doing out here at this hour anyway?” asked Frank. “Don’t tell me Charlie Reese sent you for this.”


  “Couldn’t sleep. I heard about the fire on the police scanner and called him. Woke up his wife again. I think she hates me. Charlie thought it was probably nothing, but I wanted to have a look-see to be sure.”


  Frank threw a doubtful eye in my direction. “These abandoned barns burn down every so often. Not going to be one of your bigger scoops.”


  At length, the fire truck arrived. The ace driving the thing attempted to maneuver close to the smoldering remains and, after a couple of aborted three-point turns in the grass, declared defeat, pulled the brake, and told his mates to make do.


  Having drawn about twenty yards of hose from the truck, two volunteer firemen took turns dribbling a weak stream of water over the embers. They swamped what was left of the fire in less than an hour, all the while yawning, scratching their behinds, and even smoking a couple of cigarettes. I chronicled the touch-and-go battle with a roll of Tri-X film and a dozen flashbulbs.


  I wanted to get some daylight shots, but it was just five twenty, and the sun wouldn’t rise above the trees to the east until nearly six thirty. Frank offered to stand me to breakfast until then. Fifteen minutes later, we were seated across from each other at the Ballston Diner in the sleepy hamlet of Charlton, about halfway between Galway and Scotia.


  I caught Frank eyeing the waitress. She was across the room, back to us, taking down the orders of four locals who were fueling up before a day of fishing. A curvy creature with bottle-blonde hair and thick red lipstick, she was about forty or forty-five. What Marilyn Monroe might have looked like in ten years, if she hadn’t died just a week earlier. Sad story, I thought, as I watched the waitress flirt with the men. She held them in her thrall, as if charming snakes, with a simpering smile and heaving bosom. Then, with a bounce and a flourish, she dotted the last i and crossed the last t in her pad and sashayed to the kitchen. The boys clearly liked her going as much as coming, if gazing at a swinging backside meant what it used to. Frank was enjoying the view as much as the anglers. I cleared my throat.


  “The coffee’s good here,” he said, suddenly aware of his own distraction. “I stop in from time to time.”


  “And that pretty waitress wouldn’t have anything to do with it?” I asked, ribbing him.


  He blushed and said he didn’t go in for that kind of shenanigans.


  Somewhere during the past five years in New Holland, I’d learned that Frank Olney was a widower. But I didn’t know the whole story. And while he was my favorite cop—one I considered a friend—I couldn’t bring myself to ask him about it now. We didn’t share intimacies. I dropped the teasing when I noticed his discomfort. Perhaps he was lost in a memory of his late wife. Or maybe he was lonely and thinking he’d actually like to go in for some of those shenanigans with the pretty waitress. Poor Frank. This was one of those moments when I wished he would loosen the cork a bit.


  She appeared above us. “Hiya, Frank. Who’s your date?”


  Now his ears burned beet red. “Aw, Billie, it’s not like that. This is Ellie. A newspaper reporter. Friend of mine.”


  “I haven’t seen a lot of reporters who look like you,” she said. Probably a compliment. Maybe not. “What’ll you have?”


  I ordered an English muffin, dark, and coffee, black. Frank asked for his usual.


  “What have you been up to lately?” he asked me once Billie had bounced off with our order. “You haven’t been around much.”


  “Things have been quiet.”


  “You don’t come visit an old friend?”


  “You sound like a Jewish grandmother,” I said. Frank didn’t quite know how to take that. I gave him a break and changed the subject. “You said there’ve been other fires at Tempesta. Isn’t there a caretaker or a guard on the property?”


  “There was a fellow named Chuck Lenoir. Lucky Chuck, they called him. He used to watch over things after everyone left. He was loyal to the Shaws. And them to him. Especially the judge’s father, Nathan. He might still be around.”


  “Lucky, eh? Was that because he knew his horseflesh?”


  “The name was . . . ironical. That’s the word. The only luck Chuck ever had was not dying when that horse kicked him in the head.” Frank chuckled. Then, perhaps thinking better of it, he coughed and added that Chuck was never quite the same after the injury.


  “Actually, he suffered some brain damage. Went blind in one eye, limped, and slurred his words.”


  “When did all this happen?”


  “A long time ago. Mid-thirties, I’d say.”


  “Anyone else I might contact about the property?”


  Frank squinted at the ceiling. “There’s Issur Jacobs from the New Holland Savings Bank. He tied up some of the loose ends when the Shaw Knitting Mills moved south. Might still have some crumbs to take care of. He’s pushing eighty but never misses a day at the bank.”


  My coffee arrived, and I took a sip. “Probably no reason to talk to either of them.”
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  Frank dropped me back at the Tempesta stud farm where I’d left my car. His deputy, Stan Pulaski, had shown up and, hands on hips, was surveying the scene. It must have been a slow day on the Montgomery side of the county line. A couple of Saratoga County cruisers were parked on the grass, and two deputies had taken charge of the scene.


  “Stan’ll take care of you if you need anything,” said Frank as I climbed out of the car.


  The day was overcast and cool for August. Barely sixty degrees. I felt clammy from the soot and the light rain, and my clothes reeked of smoke. It was barely quarter past seven, but I already wanted a second bath. The firemen had finished their task and long since decamped. Stan made small talk as I shot another roll of film in the daylight.


  “You think they’ll let me take some photos inside?” I asked him.


  “Inside where? There’s no more barn.”


  The two Saratoga deputies leaned against the fender of a county car, puffing on cigarettes. I approached to ask if they minded if I took a few pictures inside what used to be the barn.


  “Have yourself a ball,” said one of them.


  “Do you think it’s safe?” I asked Stan. “Walking on the ashes, I mean.”


  He took a couple of steps closer to the remains and offered that, though wet, it appeared cool enough. Over the past four years, I’d ruined many pairs of heels slogging through mud and water in pursuit of news stories that didn’t pan out. I’d finally learned my lesson. Now I traveled prepared with a pair of old canvas tennis shoes in the trunk of my car for just such occasions.


  I learned later on that the destroyed building was one of the foaling barns. What remained of it now was swamped by large pools of sooty water. No hotspots anywhere, but the footing remained uneven and slippery. I picked my way through the mess, stepping over partially consumed planks of wood, as well as muddy embers and ash. Already soaked and black, my sneakers would have to go. Stan wandered around in his boots, lucky dog, without a worry in the world, until he took a careless step, slipped on a wet timber, and landed on his rear end in the slop.


  “Careful, or you’ll fall.”


  Stan picked himself up and scraped the muck off the seat of his pants with both hands. He called out thanks without irony. He tended to take things literally.


  “Have you got everything you need yet?” he asked, now wondering how to rid his hands of the mud.


  “Not quite,” I said, staring at a length of charred fabric at my feet. It looked like silk. Black-and-orange diamonds on white, and soaking wet. I squatted to investigate, tucking my skirt between my thighs and calves to keep it from touching the mud. I tugged at the cloth, which was caught beneath what was left of a long, wooden beam.


  “What’s that?” asked Stan, arriving at my side.


  I pulled harder on the silk, and the blackened beam rose and tumbled off to one side. I loosed a scream and dropped the fabric. Stan recoiled, tripped over his own feet, and landed in the slop again.


  
    
  


  CHAPTER TWO


  “What the hell?” said Sheriff Henry Pryor, who’d finally arrived at the scene with the county coroner on his heels. Standing there in baggy street clothes, hands resting on his wide hips, he glared at the mess. Judging by the creases in his furrowed brow, I estimated he’d spent about forty-five years on this earth perfecting his ill temper.


  “It’s a body, Sheriff,” said one of his deputies. The one named Bell. “Two, actually.”


  He hadn’t cared a whit about the fire until Stan and I stumbled over the bodies. Well, Stan did most of the stumbling. . . . Now the deputy was most officious and acting as if he’d discovered King Tut’s tomb.


  “What were they doing in there?” asked Pryor.


  Deputy Bell shrugged and pointed at me. “I don’t know. She found them.”


  The sheriff nodded. “Yeah, Frank Olney radioed me that you were here. So what possessed you to go rummaging through the debris?”


  “Just being thorough.”


  “You didn’t take any pictures of the bodies, I hope.”


  Wide-eyed, I shook my head, convincing myself it wasn’t a lie if I didn’t actually pronounce the words. I had, in fact, fired off a few frames of the charred corpses.


  Pryor scowled at his men. “My boys shouldn’t have let you in there. It’s dangerous and a crime scene besides.”


  The two deputies swallowed their medicine without protest.


  “Who do you think they might be?” I asked the sheriff, who deferred to the coroner.


  Herb Edelman, a rotund man in his fifties with a bald pate, was hovering over the remains on bended knee.


  “One’s clearly a woman,” he said without looking up at me. “The other appears to be an adolescent male. I’ll know better after the postmortems later today. But this isn’t any great mystery. Smoke inhalation. Asphyxiation. Seems a shame to cut them open to prove it.”


  At least he was keeping an open mind.


  “May I call you later for the results?” I asked.


  He turned and squinted up at me, still on his hands and knees in the muck. “No later than seven. I watch Perry Mason at seven thirty.”


  “I met William Hopper, you know,” I blurted out before I could stop myself. Edelman appeared unimpressed. Too bad. My brief encounter with television’s Paul Drake had been the only bright spot during my trip to Los Angeles earlier in the year, and it still gave me thrills. I kind of had a thing for Paul Drake, even more so after he’d called me beautiful and winked at me. “Any chance that’s an adult male?” I asked, steering myself back to the subject at hand.


  With all the grace of a punch-drunk prizefighter stumbling to his feet on the count of nine, the coroner pushed himself up off the muddy ground with both arms and a couple of grunts. Vertical once more, he coughed himself red in the face. After several restorative breaths, he wiped his hands on a cloth, which he tossed aside like a soiled tissue. Someone else would clean it up. Or maybe not. In no hurry to answer my question, he retrieved an Old Gold from a crumpled package in the breast pocket of his jacket, flicked his lighter, and puffed smoke into the air.


  “Maybe a jockey?” I prompted, tired of waiting for him to get around to a reply.


  “It’s possible,” he said. “Autopsy will tell.”


  “An autopsy can tell if he was a jockey?” I asked, doing my best Judy Holliday impression. Either he had no sense of humor or I wasn’t funny.


  “What about the caretaker?” Stan asked the sheriff. “You don’t suppose that’s Chuck Lenoir. He’s a pretty small guy.”


  Pryor considered the shorter of the two bodies. “Lucky Chuck? Is he still around? He’d be pretty old by now. Why the Shaws kept him on, I can’t understand. Seemed pretty useless to me.”


  “And the woman?” I asked. “Anything that might help with an identification?”


  “No pocketbook that I can see,” said the coroner, puffing away on his cigarette. No wonder standing up winded him as if he’d just run a four-minute mile backward. “Burned beyond recognition. Everything except for some red hair, an earring in the left earlobe, and a bit of fur. Looks like fox. My wife has one just like it.”


  “It won’t be easy putting a name on her,” said Pryor. “Unless someone’s reported her missing. I’ll ask around in Saratoga, Schenectady, and New Holland.”


  “We might get lucky and find a fingerprint,” added Edelman.


  “What about the fabric around the male’s neck?” I asked. “Almost looks like racing silks.”


  The sheriff grunted.


  “Could be a lady’s scarf,” offered the coroner.


  I doubted that. Orange-and-black diamonds weren’t exactly the latest Paris fashion.


  I asked the sheriff if the firemen had given any opinions on the cause of the fire. He shook his head. “Those boys are lucky if they know which is the business end of the hose. I’ll get the Saratoga fire chief out here later today to have a look.”


  I thanked him and the coroner for the information and headed back to my car. I had film to develop and a story to write; my friend Fadge was taking me to the races at one.
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  I managed to drop off my two rolls of Tri-X at the paper, pound out an economical story on the dead bodies discovered in the barn, and phone my editor, Charlie Reese, all before eleven. He asked me what my plan of action was.


  “I’ll check with Sheriff Pryor later. He’s going to have the fire chief inspect the scene for signs of arson. And he might have some information on any missing persons who fit the descriptions.”


  “What are the descriptions of the victims?”


  “Pittsburgh rare.”


  Silence from Charlie’s end. I knew he didn’t approve of such dark humor.


  “Sorry,” I said. “The coroner is doing the postmortems today. I’ll talk to him before Perry Mason airs. And I’d like to locate Lucky Chuck Lenoir. He’s the caretaker of Tempesta.”


  “What else?”


  “It’s a long shot, but there’s Issur Jacobs at the New Holland Savings Bank. He handled affairs for Shaw Knitting Mills after they moved away. That can wait till Monday morning.”


  “Anything I can do to lend a hand?”


  There was a burr under my saddle. Charlie sensed it.


  “What is it?” he asked. “What’s wrong?”


  “Judge Shaw,” I said. “I’m assuming he’s still the legal owner of the property.”


  Charlie drew a breath. “Yes, I see.”


  I was well acquainted with Judge Harrison Shaw. His daughter, Jordan, had been murdered in a local motel nearly two years earlier, and I met with the judge many times while working on the story. He’d asked me to help find his daughter’s murderer, and I complied. And succeeded. But the memory was a painful one for me. In the end, once the case had been solved, he’d refused my awkward offer of friendship and commiseration; my own father had been murdered the year before. The rejection had left me feeling gutted, humiliated, and angry.


  Charlie hemmed. While not the most constant pillar of support, he was, nevertheless, usually in my corner. But now he was offering precious little in the way of help. I’d have to screw up my nerve and face the judge on my own.


  “Keep Georgie Porgie out of my hair, will you?” I said, opening an escape hatch for Charlie that he didn’t really deserve.


  “I’ll try. But you know Artie Short.”


  George Walsh, Georgie Porgie to those in on the joke—which meant everyone at the paper except George—was the rotten-egg smell that hung in the air at the New Holland Republic. When not sharpening his pencils—the only skill remotely related to writing in his arsenal—George strutted around the place like the cock of the walk. Son-in-law of the publisher, Artie Short, he enjoyed, as such, the unearned and undeserved rank of golden boy, in spite of his struggles with spelling, typing, and making sense of the funny pages. His spectacular gaffes and embarrassing flubs were legendary at the paper, viz. his opinion piece on the Godless Cuban Revolution and “Fido Castrel.” As an homage to his witlessness, I’d thumbtacked that masterpiece of finger painting to the board at my desk right after it appeared, and it was still hanging there, yellowing like a stain, fully three and a half years later. His occasional sports stories, which read like last century’s mawkish leftovers warmed up with impenetrable analogies and incongruous, facile clichés, prompted either head-scratching or laughter, depending on the generosity of the reader.
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  I was excited about my first trip to the Saratoga racetrack. My only previous experience with a horse race had come years earlier, shortly after the war, when my father took me with him to Italy for an entire summer. I was ten. After two weeks of museums, libraries, and symposia, he promised me a treat. The Palio. A horse race, he said. Oh, God, I thought, longing for the seasickness of our ocean crossing instead. But the trip to Siena turned out to be one of the highlights of my summer. We enjoyed ringside seats from the windows of an apartment above the Piazza del Campo. A professor friend of my father’s had invited us to watch the pageantry. Ten horses and riders, who were called fantini, decked out in livery from the different contrade, or districts, of Siena, started the race. But only seven horses and six riders finished the three laps of the piazza that day, with the others either falling on the sharp turns of the dirt-covered oval or running out of the requisite energy and inclination to see the endeavor through to its conclusion. The winning horse, Piero—I wrote it in my diary—galloped to the finish ahead of Oca and claimed victory for the Giraffa contrada. A commotion broke out when some disappointed partisans roughed up their fantino for failing to uphold the honor of their colors. I loved the pomp and drama. Well, not the beating of the jockey—but my father shielded my eyes and guided me away from the window before I saw too much blood.
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  “Do you know anything about the Tempesta stud farm?” I asked Fadge over a cup of coffee at Fiorello’s, the ice-cream shop across from my apartment on Lincoln Avenue.


  The big guy—six-two and tipping the scales at more than three hundred pounds—held the undisputed title of My Dearest Friend in the World. A boon companion for sharing late-night pizzas and off-color jokes, he was, I knew, also more than a little sweet on me. But at that moment, he was seated on a stool at the counter brooding over the Daily Racing Form in preparation for our day in Saratoga and indifferent to, if not unaware of, my presence.


  Fadge was, in fact, an inveterate horseman. A gambler. Shameless “plunger,” in his words. He liked to bet, and the larger the wager the more interesting the outcome. His business took a backseat to the betting all year round, but especially when the Saratoga Thoroughbred season rolled around in August. If he couldn’t locate a relief soda jerk to man the shop during the meet, he would simply lock the front door, wedge his considerable self behind the wheel of his car, and hurtle off toward the track with little regard for posted speed limits or slow-moving vehicles in his path.


  Absorbed in his study of the Racing Form, he hadn’t heard a word I’d said, so I repeated my question about the stud farm. Still nothing. To test his hearing, I slipped off the stool at the counter and approached the cash register behind the nearby candy case. I pushed down hard on the stiff No Sale button, and the cash drawer popped open, producing a bright ching as it did. Fadge remained oblivious. I could have emptied the till and tapped-danced my way out the door, and he wouldn’t have been any the wiser. I closed the drawer and rejoined him on a stool at the counter instead.


  “Ron,” I said more insistently. Only his older customers ever called him by his given name. Eyes bulging from a thyroid condition, he regarded me as if I’d roused him from an erotic dream with a bucket of cold water. “What do you know about the Shaw Tempesta Farm out on Route Sixty-Seven?”


  “What? Tempesta Farm? What did I miss?”


  “There was a fire out there this morning before dawn,” I said. “An old foaling barn burned to the ground.”


  He shrugged at me. “So? That’s nothing new. The place is abandoned.”


  “Why did they close it down anyway? I know they moved the carpet mills south, but Saratoga is still there. Why shutter the farm?”


  “The Shaws kind of lost interest in horse breeding after the fire that killed twelve horses.”


  “How awful. What happened?”


  “It was before the war. Thirty-seven or -eight, I think. A fire broke out in the stables, and twelve of the Shaws’ finest Thoroughbreds died.”


  “How did I miss that in Sanford Shaw’s biography?”


  “The Shaws didn’t talk about it. The biographer must have got the message.”


  “That’s so sad.”


  Fadge nodded. Although his interest in horseflesh was, in the main, a sporting one, he nevertheless had a soft spot for the beasts. At least for the ones that won money for him.


  “The place went into decline,” he said, returning to his Racing Form. “It’s been derelict now for at least fifteen years. So the fires usually have one of two explanations: bored kids with matches or Jewish lightning.”


  “No, Fadge. This is different. Two people were killed.”


  “Two people? Who?”


  “Wait a minute. Did you just say ‘Jewish lightning’?”


  He blanched and rubbed a hand over his face. “Sorry. It’s an expression. Besides, you’re always making fat jokes at my expense.”


  I knew he hadn’t meant anything by it. And, yes, I was guilty of making the occasional remark about his weight, but that didn’t mean I liked what he’d said. I poked him in the ribs. Hard. He rubbed his side but didn’t dare protest.


  “Sorry, El,” he repeated. “Tell you what. Go draw yourself a Coke on the house while I finish up here.”


  “A Coke? For the ‘Jewish lightning’ crack? No thanks. And you can finish your handicapping in the car. I’ll drive.”


  The bells above the door jingled, interrupting our quarrel, and a short, rotund woman in her late fifties waddled in carrying a small dog in her arms.


  “Mrs. Pindaro,” said Fadge. “Thank you for helping me out.”


  She smiled and placed the dog—a pug named Leon—down on one of the stools at the counter. “Happy to do it, Ronnie. You know I used to help out your father years ago. I think I remember the ropes. Though the prices have certainly gone up.” Her left nostril flared as she aimed a reproachful eye at him.


  I fancied Fadge was reconsidering his choice of pinch hitter. He hated customers who groused about prices.


  “I hope you don’t mind that I brought little Leon along,” she said. “I can’t leave him alone too long. He has to do his business, big and small, whether I’m home or not.”


  “No problem, Mrs. Pindaro,” said Fadge. I was sure he didn’t like the idea, but with the races beckoning and no one else to mind the store in his absence, what choice did he have? “I’m sure things will be quiet today,” he continued, lying to the poor lady. A Saturday afternoon in August promised to be anything but slow.


  Little Leon sat beside me on the next stool, huffing his dog breath on my arm. I tried to give him a pat on the head, but he must have thought I had food in my hand and wouldn’t have any of the petting. I settled in and ignored him, and he returned the favor.


  Fadge noticed the time, jumped off the stool he’d been holding down, and untied his fudge-splattered apron. “Damn, we’re gonna be late for the first race. Let’s go, El.”


  He opened the cash register, scooped a wad of bills from the till, and grabbed his Racing Form. Then he was out the door like an eager three-year-old colt bolting from the starting gate. I trotted along behind.
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  It may have looked like the runner-up in a demolition derby, but, aside from backfiring regularly, Fadge’s Nash Ambassador ran well enough. The driver’s side door had been dented shut three years earlier, and, as a result, whosoever was piloting the jalopy had to climb in from the passenger side. That Saturday afternoon, the honor fell to me. I took the wheel, shifted into first, and roared off down Lincoln Avenue, giving Fadge thirty precious minutes to finish his brilliant plan to beat the odds and walk away from the track with a fortune in his pockets. He sat beside me among the discarded wrappers, newspapers, and empty soda bottles, scribbling notes into the margins of his Racing Form. He wouldn’t even let me put on the radio. Claimed it distracted him.


  Windows open a crack for some fresh, cool air, the Ambassador cruised along Route 67 as if she’d just rolled off the showroom floor. We were approaching Tempesta Farm. I nudged Fadge, interrupting his handicapping, and indicated the scene of the fire with a tilt of my head. He folded his paper and gazed out the window. About 150 yards from the highway’s shoulder, beyond the warped and weather-beaten rail at the top of the training track’s homestretch, the ground was blackened and scarred and bare. The smell of charcoaled wood still hung in the air. Fadge watched the pile of cinders slide by.


  Sheriff Pryor’s squad car, five state police cruisers, and seven other county vehicles had blocked off the drive, directly in front of twelve stone monuments guarding the entrance. A Saratoga Springs Fire Department station wagon sat parked at the side of the highway. I took my eyes off the road to glance at the scene. At least thirty men were fanning out over the grounds, ten or fifteen feet apart, heads bowed as if searching for something. I turned my attention back to my driving.


  “You weren’t kidding about the barn,” said Fadge.


  “What are those stone pillars for?” I asked.


  “Sanford Shaw put them up. A tribute to his favorite horses.”


  “They look like tombstones.”


  Fadge shrugged. “A lot of people assume they’re markers for the twelve Thoroughbreds that died in the fire. But those monuments were there long before then.”


  The farm disappeared in the rearview mirror.


  “So tell me what happened,” said Fadge. “Two people were killed?”


  “A woman and a boy. No idea who they were, but the sheriff’s looking into missing persons.”


  “A woman and a boy,” said Fadge as if repeating a riddle.


  “Actually, I think the boy might have been a man. A jockey.”


  “How come?”


  “The body had some racing silk wrapped around its neck. Maybe part of a jockey’s flak jacket. Black-and-orange diamonds, like a jack-o’-lantern. Does that mean anything to you?”


  “Not Tempesta’s colors,” he said. “Theirs were purple and gold. Back when they were racing. And black and orange isn’t the most common combination.”


  “So you don’t know of any farm that uses that design?”


  “Actually, I do. Goddamn Harlequin Stables,” he said with a raw annoyance that betrayed a recent wound. “I lost out on a huge payoff yesterday thanks to one of their horses, Wham’s Dram. Closed like a ton of bricks and blew up my parlay. I would’ve won nineteen hundred bucks if not for that SOB.”


  I nearly drove off the highway. “Nineteen hundred dollars?”


  “Eighteen hundred sixty and change.”


  I was struck dumb.


  “What part don’t you understand?” he asked, at his most condescending.


  I barely resisted the urge to lecture him on his betting habits and asked instead what kind of name was Wham’s Dram.


  “Never mind the horse’s name. That’s not the point.”


  “But you pronounce it funny. Waahm’s Draahm.”


  “That’s how you say it. But forget about the damn horse’s name.”


  “Okay, then what do you mean Wham’s Dram ruined your parlay?”


  “I was on a hot streak yesterday. Won the sixth, seventh, and eighth. So I let everything ride on Fagin the Wolf in the ninth. I’ve had my eye on him since he ran second in May at Aqueduct. He was nine to one at post time yesterday.”


  “Seems rather reckless,” I observed. “You should have been more provident and saved some of your winnings.”


  “Fortune favors the bold. Anyway, Wham’s Dram was the heavy favorite,” he continued. “And, on a hunch, I dropped twenty bucks to place on Old Dan, another horse I figured was due for a good outing.”


  “Old Dan?” I asked, taking my eyes off the road long enough to gape at Fadge’s two heads. “Wasn’t there a nag named ‘Off to the Glue Factory’ you might have bet on instead?”


  “Fifteen to one, El,” said Fadge, enunciating each syllable as if to prove his point. “Look, it’s easy,” he continued, ignoring what must have been my stunned expression. “You do your homework, you’re patient, and you take calculated risks. I was a neck away from nineteen hundred bucks.”


  “But for Wham’s Dram.”


  “Exactly.”


  “And where did Old Dan finish?”


  Fadge’s cheeks flushed red. “Out of the money,” he said barely audible over the hum of the tires on the road. “Last.”


  I shook my head. “You said Wham’s Dram was the favorite. Why should you bet so much against him?”


  “Because I study form and jockeys and trainers. I got a couple of clockers who hang out at the Oklahoma. They give me tips on how the workouts are going.”


  “What’s a clocker, and what’s the Oklahoma?”


  Fadge explained that clockers were the men who hung around the Oklahoma training track adjacent to the racecourse, timing the horses and gauging form with a stopwatch and a clipboard.


  “Anyway,” he said, returning to the rationale for his wager. “Wham’s Dram wears blinders because he’s bothered by other horses running alongside him. That’s why his trainer usually runs him along the rail. At least that way he’s got nobody to his left, only to his right.”


  “I’m confused.”


  “Pay attention, El. I figured the jockey—goddamn Johnny Dornan—would run him along the rail and maybe get boxed in by the other horses. It was a big field. Plus Wham’s Dram ran last week with a different rider, and he was carrying some extra weight. I thought he was ripe for a disappointing outing. And I’d been watching my two horses for months. I thought they could outrun the rest of that field. But that damn Johnny Dornan took Wham’s Dram wide and caught Fagin at the wire.”


  Fadge certainly seemed to know his stuff. But then again, he’d lost a bundle. I asked if he knew of any other stables who might use the same racing colors.


  “The colors, yes. But the ensemble,” he said with a flourish, “no. The combination of colors, design pattern, sleeves, and cap has to be unique. Orange and black may not be the most common scheme, but I’m sure there are a few stables between here and Kentucky with those colors.”


  “But they wouldn’t have diamonds?”


  He shook his head, and we fell quiet for about a half mile as he dived back into his Racing Form.


  “So do the cops think it was an accident or something else?” he asked finally, folding the paper once again.


  “Sheriff Pryor has to figure out who those two people are first. Then the fire chief will advise if it looks like arson.”


  Fadge seemed distracted. His concentration broken, he forgot about his Racing Form and stared out the window at the gray clouds instead. I took advantage of his availability to ask about the history of Tempesta. He knew Lucky Chuck Lenoir. Well, in fact. He said he’d been working as watchman as recently as two winters before.


  “How tall is he?” I asked.


  “Little guy. Five-five or -six. A sneaky little jerk, too.” (Fadge used a different word.) “My dad threw him out of the store for stealing cigarettes about thirty years ago. Then I had pity on him and let him back in. Caught him stuffing two packs of Pall Malls down his pants and threw him out again.” He paused to reflect. “Under the circumstances, I let him keep the cigarettes.”
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  For five dollars, we parked on some man’s lawn on Union Avenue, close to the racecourse’s front gate. I pointed out to Fadge that if we’d been willing to walk a little farther, he’d have had more money to bet on the horses.


  “My time is better spent at the track studying form than strolling through Saratoga,” he said as I set the parking brake. I rolled my eyes. “Besides, it’s starting to rain again.”


  “Oh, no. Does this mean they’ll cancel the races?”


  The derisive look Fadge gave me said enough. We climbed out of the car and made our way to the gate, sheltering under the same umbrella.
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  Fadge insisted I show my press card at the entrance, and the bored lady waved me past without charge. For twenty-five cents, I picked up a program to keep as a souvenir. I asked him which horse he was betting on as his turn came at the window.


  “Watch and learn,” he mumbled out of the side of his mouth. “And no lectures or you’re walking home.”


  “Hey, Ronnie,” said the cashier from behind the bars of one of the two-dollar betting windows. “Ready for a big day?”


  Fadge blushed, for my benefit, I believe. I wondered what the odds were that a random cashier, fifty-seven—as the number over his window identified him—would know him by name. Fadge managed to shrug off his embarrassment and placed his wagers, calling out number combinations and bet types.


  “Forty bucks,” said number fifty-seven.


  “Thanks, Bob.”


  Fadge had bet forty dollars in a few seconds. I gulped. Shuffling through his betting slips, he asked me if I wanted to place a wager. I was positively green and begged off.


  “What did you bet on anyway?” I asked.


  He explained his strategy. Five two-dollar wagers on a horse named Sunstruck to win the first race, and six each to place and show on another named Will Dance, a long shot he thought might surprise. Then he “wheeled” (whatever that meant) Sunstruck along with three horses in the second race for another eighteen bucks of daily double bets.


  “Come on,” he said. “Give it a try. I won’t make fun.”


  I agreed but only on the condition that he back away and not listen as I wagered my meager all. Remembering Fadge’s horse from the first race, I screwed up my nerve, stepped up to window number fifty-seven, and asked Bob for two dollars to show on number two. Sunstruck. He nearly swallowed his cigarette.


  “Two dollars to show on Sunstruck?” he repeated. I nodded. “You’re a regular bridge jumper,” he said and handed me the ticket.


  What a bridge jumper was I had no idea. Rather than appear uninitiated, I pretended to be in the know and nodded coolly. I resolved to ask Fadge later what it meant.


  Beaming with pride at having made my first-ever pari-mutuel bet, I found Fadge under the eaves of the betting shed, leaning against a post. He asked what I’d decided on, but I told him he’d have to wait for the result of the race.


  “It’s not like a wish,” he said. “You can tell people what you bet.”


  We headed toward the grandstand, passing the paddock on the way. There, horses were being paraded around an enclosure for the bettors to examine before each race. Owners, trainers, and jockeys mingled with the public while the mounts were saddled and inspected. As it was raining, the crowd was thin, with most spectators opting for the shelter of the grandstand and clubhouse.


  We found a spot under an awning to watch the race. Even with the intermittent rain, I felt the excitement of the moment. The horses were magnificent, and the pageantry elegantly festive. The clubhouse brimmed with nineteenth-century charm, in spite of the cigar-chomping men in sweaty shirts and rumpled hats nearby on the grandstand side. I found the experience electric, made even more so by the secret knowledge that I had two big ones riding on some wonder horse named Sunstruck wearing the number two on his saddle cloth. And, shortly after 2:00 p.m.—a good omen, I thought—a bell rang, and the starting gate bolted open. My horse took a short while to get his head into the race, but by the quarter pole, he’d taken the lead. And to my utter disbelief, he held on the rest of the way to win by almost a length.


  I threw my arms around Fadge, nearly strangling him. He strained to read the tote board to calculate odds or his winnings or who knows what, before flicking me to one side like a piece of lint. For a few heady moments, I understood how gambling might become an addiction. Winning was a thrill. Finally, once the result was posted as “official,” Fadge emerged from his trance, turned to me, and asked which horse I’d bet on.


  “Sunstruck,” I announced, barely able to contain my joy.


  “Great,” he said. “How much did you bet?”


  I told him just two dollars, but he congratulated me all the same. “Nothing wrong with a two-dollar bet. I took it easy, too.”


  Recalling his admonition against giving him lectures, I said nothing. Forty dollars hardly qualified as taking it easy in my book.


  “Not bad for your first time,” he continued. “Beginner’s luck. And Sunstruck to win pays”—he glanced back at the tote board in the infield—“six dollars and ten cents. That includes your original two bucks. But still, you won four dollars and ten cents.”


  “But I didn’t play him to win. I bet on him to show. How much do I win?”


  Fadge shook his head as if he’d been slapped silly. “To show? But he was the heavy favorite.”


  “I won, didn’t I? Now how much?”


  He looked to the tote board again. “Congratulations,” he said at length. “You won your two dollars back. Plus thirty cents.”


  “Oh.”


  “A regular bridge jumper.”


  
    
  


  CHAPTER THREE


  In the end, the thrill of watching Sunstruck thunder across the finish line failed to hook me on gambling. The emotion expended and anxiety experienced, stacked up against the return on investment—thirty cents—didn’t appeal to me. After only one race, I knew that I lacked the heart of a plunger.


  Fadge, on the other hand, was too engrossed in his own wagers to notice me. This was work for him, after all. He won the daily double, a two-seven combination, worth $38.90. But that, he informed me as he collected his winnings, was the payoff for a two-dollar bet. He’d wagered ten. That came to nearly two hundred dollars. Plus, he’d placed ten dollars on Sunstruck to win, which paid him another $30.50, so after two races, the smug son of a so-and-so was stuffing two hundred twenty some dollars into his pocket.


  “You’re good luck to me,” he said. “Dinner’s on me tonight.”


  This was too rich for my blood. I lacked the nerve to risk so much on an animal I couldn’t reason with. While Fadge finalized his strategy for the third race, I studied my thin little program. Disappointed by my paltry winnings, I was now more interested in the names of the horses. I amused myself with King Toots, Organ Grinder, Lincoln Center, and Dauntless Dick, though the mirth was short-lived. But then the name of one of the jockeys, J. Dornan, caught my eye. That was the rider who’d ruined Fadge’s big play the day before. I searched the program and found his name listed in four of the day’s starts, including the first and second races. I elbowed Fadge and asked him if he’d noticed Johnny Dornan aboard any of the horses. After the second request, he acknowledged me and said no.


  I asked a couple of the less-harmless-looking men lurking nearby if they knew, but they were more interested in asking for my phone number than sharing any information. Then another man tapped me on the shoulder and pointed to the air. The PA system was echoing through the park, announcing that jockey J. Dornan had been scratched from the day’s races. All of them. When Fadge scurried off to place his bets, I grabbed his Racing Form and searched for any news of the jockey. Maybe he was ill or had been arrested. Who knew? I was hoping for something, anything that might explain his absence. Anything but a fire on a derelict stud farm off a backroad highway in Saratoga County. There was nothing.
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  It was raining steadily, and my escort was otherwise occupied, so I sat on a bench inside the grandstand. I picked up a discarded copy of the Albany paper, and, curious, I glanced at the previous day’s race results. The last race had indeed been won by Wham’s Dram, with Johnny Dornan aboard. There was no information in the paper about the jockey’s colors, but a photograph showed the smiling rider in diamond silks atop Wham’s Dram in the winner’s circle. Could have been orange and black. I had no reason to doubt Fadge’s expertise when it came to the attire of jockeys. And I had to admit that pattern looked quite similar to the piece of fabric I’d found in the ashes at Tempesta Farm. Impossible to say for sure in black and white, but the likelihood of Johnny Dornan climbing up into the saddle ever again was growing dimmer by the minute.


  The rain let up enough that I could enjoy the parade at the paddock with my camera at the ready. I stood on the other side of the rail fence, mere feet away from the horses. Led by grooms around the enclosed circle, the animals passed, steaming in the cool, wet air, and I snapped photos of each. Leisurely, with graceful—almost indolent—strides, the Thoroughbreds sauntered through the mud as a few devotees studied them alongside me. I overheard some conversations and comments, men in drenched sport coats or leisurewear discussing quality and quantity of sweat—who could distinguish sweat from rain?—and temperament as they related to readiness to run. The serious horsemen, however, the ones who projected competence and knowledge, said little or nothing. They simply watched with a steady gaze. Some were well-dressed cosmopolitan types, while others looked like professional gamblers, humble but on top of their game. The rest, the hobbyists, pretenders, and admirers, made glib observations about form, breeding, and personality, as if they had the dope directly from the horses’ mouths.


  A couple of ladies in fancy hats to my right admired the beauty of a roan’s coat until the poor horse—being a horse after all—answered nature’s call not ten feet in front of them. They waved their gloved hands in front of their pinched noses and beat a hasty retreat to the clubhouse. Two heavyset men chewing soaking wet cigars pronounced the excretion a sure indication that the horse would fly to victory as a result of his lessened weight. They used a word I don’t favor. Armed with this valuable new intelligence, they sprinted off to the betting window to wager their all on the regular roan. None of the pros seemed excited by what they must have seen thousands of times.


  A magnificent, shimmering black beast rounded the turn and edged close to the fence rails where I was leaning with my camera. He threw back his head and snorted. The bit clattered against his teeth, and then he nickered in my general direction. Fixing me with his right eye, the horse made it clear that he was aware of my attentions. More than a hint of self-consciousness. Animals sometimes exhibit shyness, after all. I clicked two frames of his glorious face, and he perked up, as if he knew what a camera was for. Or that he was a handsome boy.

OEBPS/Images/tp.jpg
A STONE'S THROW

An Fllie Stone Mystery
JAMES W. ZISKIN





OEBPS/Images/bull.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
w
S
T.V.
o
w -
oV
o >
(T






OEBPS/Images/1.jpg
South Glens Falls
()

Wimndhyﬂ Lake

(o)
Sam@a \S’pm‘nj B

fon Spa
a4

(49)

@)

%mpexfa Farm Balls

Q<

Wuy&an Ri{/ﬂf’

New Holland

\,,o\

vvvvvvvv

S
N
SCALE

HAHH

TEN MILES

rrrrrrrrrr





