

  

    

      

    

  




  AUTHOR’S NOTE




  The ‘Pretty Horse-breakers’ are a historical fact, although little has been written about them. In the nineteenth century, breaking a horse to the sidesaddle was carried out by professional lady riders and every livery stable employed them. Then in two or three of the more fashionable riding schools in the West End of London it became the practice to invite a select audience to the gallery to watch their performance and wealthy young bloods soon persuaded the more attractive of the horse-breakers to become their mistresses.




  There was never any question of professional prostitutes learning to break horses, but there was an alliance between the well-known ‘procureur and the fashionable livery stables. The ‘procureur’ would invest money in the flashy riding habits of the ‘Pretty Horse-breakers’, and the consequent sales of horses ridden by them became a lucrative business. In the absence of ‘film stars’ the ‘Pretty Horse-Breakers’, who met at the Achilles statue, became the rage with the public in Hyde Park.




  The severity of the ‘Pretty Horse-Breakers’ is again a historical fact, most sidesaddle riders with only one heel available could only hope to control their horses with the use of a spur. The modern dummy spur was not invented until the early twentieth century.




  It was the predilection of the ‘Pretty Horse-Breakers’ to use their sharp and vicious spurs severely on all occasions. G. J. Whyte-Melville in his book Riding Recollections, published in 1878, deplores the lack of mercy shown by ladies in the use of the spur,




  “Perhaps because they have but one, they use this stimulant liberally and without compunction. From their seat and shortness of stirrup, these vigorous applications are unsuspected by lookers-on and the unwary wonder why, in the streets of London or the Park, a lady’s horse always appears to go in a lighter and livelier form than that of her male companion.”




  “It’s a woman’s hand,” says the admiring pedestrian.




  “Not a bit of it,” answers the cynic who knows. “It’s a woman’s heel.”




  Chapter One


  1860




   




  “Steady, boy, there’s no hurry,” Candida said pulling at the reins, yet knowing even as she spoke that there was the need for haste and she was but putting off what lay ahead.




  She kept saying to herself,




  ‘This is the last time – the last time I shall ride Pegasus, the last time perhaps I shall ever be mounted on a horse like him.’




  As the words repeated themselves over and over again in her head, it seemed to her that the horse’s hooves on the road endlessly reiterated,




  “The last time!”




  “The last time!”




  “The last time!”




  She looked about her at the countryside she was passing through, the hedges sprouting with the first green buds of spring, the meadows newborn with a lush freshness, the primroses peeping through banks of moss at the roadside and the anemones making a carpet, white and virginal, in the woods.




  “The last time! The last time!”




  “Oh, Pegasus,” Candida whispered, bending forward to pat the horse’s neck, “how can I bear to let you go? How could it have come to this?”




  She felt the tears gather in her eyes and bit her lip to stop them falling. What was the use of crying? It was all so hopeless. There was nothing she could do to save Pegasus or indeed herself.




  She must have known that this would happen after her mother had died a year before. ‘A wasting disease’, the doctors had called it for want of a better name. Only Candida had known how hard her mother had fought to keep her husband from knowing what agonies she suffered or to disguise from him her weakness, which grew greater day by day.




  Candida thought now that she might have known that her father would never survive without her – her gay, affectionate but weak father, whose whole world collapsed when he no longer had the wife he loved to support him.




  He had taken to drinking at The King’s Head night after night and Candida had realised it was not for the convivial company, in which he had no interest, but merely because he dreaded the emptiness of the house and most of all the bedroom where he must sleep without his wife. She tried to help him, but he was like a man suddenly blinded, who could see nothing but his own darkness.




  “How can she have left me?” he used to ask furiously when he was drunk.




  “Where has she gone to?” he would demand, and often, as Candida helped him up the stairs to bed, he would shout, “Emmeline, Emmeline!”, his voice reverberating round the house, the echo of it seeming to come back to him, “Emmeline, Emmeline!”




  She should have known, Candida thought, that when he went out that last night she would never see him again.




  It had been cold and damp all day and at dusk it had started to deluge with rain.




  “Don’t leave home tonight, Papa,” Candida had begged, as she heard him order old Ned to saddle Juno, his chestnut mare.




  “I have an appointment,” he answered, but he avoided her eyes as he spoke and she knew only too well that the appointment was at The King’s Head with a bottle of their raw brandy.




  “See, Papa, I have built a fire in the library,” she coaxed. “I believe there is a bottle of your favourite claret downstairs. Let me fetch it from the cellar and you can drink it here by the fireside.”




  “Alone?” he asked sharply and she heard the pain in his voice.




  “I will sit with you,” she said a little shyly.




  For a moment she seemed to break through the misery that enveloped him.




  “I believe you would,” he said, “and carry me up to bed afterwards. You are a good child, Candida.”




  He bent to kiss her and she had a short-lived hope that she had persuaded him into staying. Then almost roughly he pushed her aside.




  “I must keep my appointment,” he said and there was an agony in his tone that she knew only too well.




  It was when his utter despair at his loss swept over him that he could not stay in the house. He could not look at familiar objects which reminded him all too poignantly of his wife – her favourite chair with the ridiculous little cushion she had embroidered with beads, the tables on which she had arranged vases of fragrant flowers, the inlaid sewing box which had always stood beside her so that she could busy herself while they talked or when he read aloud the poems he had written and which she tried so hard to appreciate for his sake.




  It was these poems, Candida had learnt, which had turned her mother’s family against the marriage. When she was a child she had often wondered why she had so few relations while other girls of her age had grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins. She must have been very young when she first sensed there was something strange about the isolation they lived in.




  They were poor, but she accepted that without question. Sometimes unexpected money would arrive from the publishers and then there would be special celebrations – food, which seemed to Candida like ambrosia, wine, a luxury seldom enjoyed – and her mother would go to the piano and play songs, which her father would sing. The whole house seemed as golden as the money that had been earned by her father’s writings.




  “Gladys’s grandfather has given her a pony for Christmas,” she remembered saying once to her mother. “Why haven’t I a grandfather?”




  Her mother had looked apprehensively over her shoulder.




  “Hush, darling, don’t speak of it now,” she begged, “you will upset your father.”




  “Why?” Candida enquired.




  For many years she always received the same evasive answer. Finally from some chance remark she learnt that her parents had eloped.




  “Oh, Mama, how exciting! How could you do anything so brave, so daring?” Candida exclaimed. “Tell me about it, please tell me about it.”




  Her mother shook her head.




  “I cannot, darling. I promised your father that I would never speak to anyone of my life before I knew him.”




  “You must tell me, Mama,” Candida had insisted. “When the other children whom I meet in the village talk about their relations, I feel so foolish and indeed so strange having none of my own.”




  “You have Papa and me,” her mother had said. “Isn’t that enough, darling?”




  “Of course it is,” Candida replied, impulsively throwing her arms round her mother’s neck. “I love you, I could not have a more wonderful mother and father if I searched the whole wide world for them. I love you both so very much, but – ”




  She paused, and her mother, with a little smile, finished the sentence.




  “ – you are curious.”




  “Yes, of course,” Candida answered. “Can you not understand?”




  She had been twelve years old at the time and she could remember now how often she had felt embarrassed, sensing that other people thought that there was something strange in the fact that her mother never spoke of her parents or where she had lived before they came to Little Berkhamstead.




  Little Berkhamstead was a tiny village in Hertfordshire of less than a hundred inhabitants, with a few cottages nestling round a grey Norman-built Church. Candida’s parents lived in a small Elizabethan manor.




  It had low oak beam ceilings, small rooms and a garden which was her mother’s delight and which, unlike other ladies in the neighbourhood, she tended herself – growing not only a profusion of flowers, but many herbs with which she made remedies for those who were sick and could not afford a physician.




  She was deeply loved in the village and when she was buried in the little churchyard there were no large or expensive wreaths, but the grave was covered with blossoms, most of them only in small bunches, but each given with love and gratitude.




  “Please tell me, Mama,” twelve-year-old Candida had pleaded and finally her mother had risen and walked to the lattice-paned window to look out on the flower-filled garden.




  “I am so happy,” she said softly, almost as though she spoke to herself. “I hoped the past would be forgotten.”




  Candida had not spoken and after a moment her mother had gone on,




  “Still, I suppose you have a right to know. But you must promise me that you will never speak of what I tell you to your father. Any mention of it upsets him and you know I would never do anything to cause him distress.”




  “No indeed, Mama, and I promise you faithfully that if you confide in me I will never relate your secrets.”




  “It all seems a very long time ago,” her mother began. “I was young and I had many of the things that you, my darling, will never be able to have and, of course, the gowns to wear which to any woman are the most important part of a social scene.”




  “Oh Mama, I would have loved to see you,” Candida exclaimed. “You must have looked beautiful. Did you wear a crinoline?”




  “No, but our gowns were very full,” her mother replied, “because we wore innumerable petticoats. They were perhaps more becoming and certainly more comfortable than being encumbered with an enormous hoop which The Ladies Journal tells me in 1860 is still the vogue.”




  She spoke a little wistfully and just for a moment Candida sensed that she missed the fashionable silks and satins, the jewels, the furs and all the elegance which must have made her look even lovelier than she was in her plain home-made dresses.




  “It was all very gay,” she went on, “and I suppose I should be foolish if I did not confess that I was a success. I had many suitors, Candida, and my parents favoured a gentleman – who shall be nameless – but who, I can tell you, was of noble birth and truly distinguished.”




  “Was he handsome?” Candida asked.




  “Very handsome,” her mother replied, “and I was deeply envied because I had attracted his attention. But then I met your father – ”




  There was a long pause and Candida felt as though her mother had somehow forgotten her.




  “Pray continue, Mama, this cannot be the end of the story.”




  It was almost with a start that her mother seemed to come back to reality.




  “No indeed,” she answered, “it was only the beginning.”




  “Did you fall in love with him, Mama?” Candida asked.




  “Deeply and irrevocably,” her mother declared. “I cannot explain why – he was certainly good-looking, but he had not the presence or distinction of my other suitor, but, what was more detrimental in my parents’ eyes, he had no money.”




  “No money at all?” Candida enquired.




  “A mere pittance,” her mother replied, “a small legacy from an uncle. But we thought it was enough.”




  “Enough for what?”




  “Enough to live on, enough for us to be married, because we needed each other so desperately.”




  “But why did you have to run away?” Candida asked.




  “So many questions!” her mother exclaimed. “But, as I have said, you have a right to know. Life might have been very different for you had you been the child of the marriage that my parents desired for me.




  “But I would not have been the same if my Papa had not been Papa, would I?” Candida enquired.




  Her mother had suddenly put her arms round her and drawn her close.




  “No, darling,” she said, “and that, of course, is exactly the right thing to say. You would not have been the same and I would not have had these wonderful, golden, marvellous years with a man I love and who loves me with all his heart.”




  “But why did you have to elope?” Candida asked, determined that she should hear the end of the tale.




  “My father – your grandfather – was enraged,” her mother replied. “He was a very overbearing autocratic man who was not used to having his wishes crossed. He had chosen, as he thought, a suitable son-in-law and he was not going to be circumvented by a penniless and unimportant poet. My father abhorred poetry! He manhandled your father from the house!”




  “Oh, poor Papa! Did he mind?”




  “He minded terribly,” Candida’s mother replied. “It was done in a most humiliating and brutal manner. Your grandfather also threatened to horsewhip him if he ever spoke to me again.”




  “How cruel!” Candida cried.




  “It was indeed and it was something your father was the least fitted of anyone I have ever known to bear. He was too sensitive, too decent in himself not to be wounded by such a sadistic assault.”




  “And so you could not see him,” Candida suggested.




  “I saw him,” her mother replied and now there was a note of triumph in her voice. “I went to him. I crept out at night and went to his lodgings. It was an outrageous thing to do, but your father had been treated outrageously. We knew then there was only one thing we could do and that was to go away together.”




  “How brave, how very brave of you!” Candida exclaimed.




  “I was frightened that your grandfather would prevent us actually getting married, but I need not have been troubled. The moment I crossed his wishes I was dead as far as he was concerned.”




  “How do you know?” Candida asked. “Did you go back and speak to him?”




  “No, I could not do that,” her mother replied, “but a year later, when you were born, I wrote to my mother. Of course I did not tell your Papa I had done so, but I knew she loved me and I knew that, even if my father was unforgiving, I was still her daughter and close to her heart.”




  “Did she reply?”




  Her mother shook her head.




  “No, dearest. Your grandfather must have found the letter before it reached her and, recognising my handwriting, returned it unopened.”




  “How cruel of him.”




  “It was what I might have expected. I knew then there was no going back – the past must be forgotten, wiped out of my mind, even as your father had asked me to do.”




  “Do you ever regret having run away with Papa?” Candida asked in a low voice.




  Once again her mother swept her into her arms.




  “No, darling, never, never, never!” she replied. “I am so happy and your Papa is so wonderful to me. No woman could have a more unselfish, considerate, adoring husband. It is only that we are so poor and I mind for your sake. I would like you to have the social life, the balls, silk gowns that I enjoyed. But there is no use wishing for the moon and I only pray, my darling, that you will be as content as I have been.”




  “I am happy and you know that I love you and Papa.”




  “Then, if you truly love your Papa, you must never speak of this again,” her mother admonished her. “It distresses him so deeply to remember how badly he was treated. He is also always afraid that I will compare my present circumstances with the life that I lived when he first met me. It is stupid of him – no money in the world could buy what I have now.”




  She smiled.




  “But any reference to the past makes him long so desperately to give me all the things I had then.”




  “I understand, Mama,” Candida assured her, “but you have not told me what was your name before you married.”




  To her surprise her mother’s lips tightened and for the first time there was a hard note in her voice.




  “My name is Emmeline Walcott, I have no other name. There is nothing else for you to know, Candida.”




  It was only when she was alone, thinking over this strange and exciting story that her mother had told her, that Candida had wondered, not once but many times, who her mother had been. It was obvious that her grandfather had been rich and he must too have been a man of importance.




  It was tantalising that her mother would tell her no more, but there had been a firmness about Mrs. Walcott’s refusal that had warned Candida against further indulging her curiosity, nonetheless she could not help wondering.




  Sometimes she told herself stories that her grandfather was a Prince or a Duke and that he suddenly decided to forgive her mother and came to see them bearing luxuries that they had never been able to afford.




  This story alternated with one in which her father suddenly achieved fame. His poems sold not in the few hundreds that were achieved year after year, but in thousands, so that overnight he became famous like Lord Byron, admired and acclaimed and once again her mother could have beautiful clothes and jewels.




  Candida wanted nothing for herself. As long as she had Pegasus, which her father had given her when he was only a foal, she was happy.




  The foal had been a birthday present, bought from a travelling horse-coper. He had grown from an adorable, rather gawky long-legged animal into a coal-black stallion of unbelievable beauty and elegance. Candida knew whenever she rode him that she was admired and envied by everyone who came their way.




  Yet now Pegasus had to go.




  There was nothing else left to sell. When her father had taken that five-barred gate in the rain on his way home from The King’s Head, he had broken his neck and Juno, with two broken legs, had to be destroyed.




  It was then that Candida found that the house was mortgaged. Furniture had to be sold to pay the creditors, fetching a pitiful sum. Many of the pieces that her mother had cherished and loved had been bought by the villagers more out of kindness than because they attached any value to the well-polished wood or the carvings on which the gilt had been chipped away by age.




  Some of the items had belonged once to her father’s parents, who had died when he was still very young and Candida had always believed them valuable. But caring for one’s possessions was a very different thing, she discovered, from obtaining money for them.




  When everything was disposed of and the debts paid off, there was nothing left save a few personal belongings of her mother’s and Pegasus.




  At first she fought in a wild panic against the thought of disposing of him, but she realised that she had to make some provision for old Ned. He had been with her father and mother since they were first married – groom, handyman, nursemaid and cook.




  He was too old at nearly seventy to find another job. He must have some source of income in his retirement and the only way she could provide that for him was by selling Pegasus.




  It was Ned who had told her there was to be a horse fair at Potters Bar. In her misery at her father’s death she had no time to think of anything but coping with the mortgage, settling the tradesmen’s accounts and deciding which of the few clothes and books her mother had left behind she would keep for herself.




  “A horse fair at Potters Bar?” she had repeated almost stupidly.




  “Ay, Miss Candida. ’Tis the annual one and the dealers and some of the gentry from London comes to it. You often get a better price there, they say, than anywhere else in the country.”




  She felt as though Ned’s words stabbed at her heart, so that she almost cried out with pain. Then she knew, looking into his kind old eyes, that he was thinking of her, that she must have money on which to live or at least to keep herself until she could find employment of some sort.




  “I suppose I could be a Governess,” Candida murmured beneath her breath, wondering at the same time how she could secure a position without a reference.




  But whatever she decided to do, she had first to sell Pegasus. It was not possible for her to travel round the country with her horse and besides she must ensure that Ned did not starve. It was, she thought, almost a sacred trust imposed upon her by her mother.




  “He is such a dear little man,” she had often said. “What would we do without him, Candida? He can turn his hand to anything.”




  It was indeed Ned who had made certain that there were always fires in the house, lit from the wood he managed to collect without cost from adjacent estates. It was Ned who brought in a snared rabbit when there was nothing else in the house to eat.




  “You have not poached it?” Mrs. Walcott would ask sometimes in horror, knowing the heavy penalties for anyone who poached game.




  “I ’ave done no trespassin’, if that’s what you mean, ma’am,” Ned would reply. “If the poor creature strayed onto our land, that be his own foolishness!”




  There had been an occasional pheasant that ‘strayed’, and more than once rook pie had helped them over a particularly lean period. Always it was Ned who provided what was necessary. He could not now be allowed to go to the workhouse because he was too old to find other employment.




  ‘I am young,’ Candida told herself, ‘I will manage somehow.’




  When she reached Potters Bar and saw the horses travelling towards the fair, when she heard the bustle and noise of the fair itself, she felt as if she was taking the horse she loved to the slaughterhouse.




  A number of hay carts had been drawn up to make a rough circle in which some horses were being paraded, while others were being walked round on the outside. Some were rough animals led by a dark-eyed gypsy or a vacant-looking farm yokel with a straw in his mouth.




  Others, with their coats brushed until they shone, their manes and tails combed and trimmed, were ridden by grooms in the livery of a local Squire or mounted by a tradesman’s son dressed in polished boots and smart pantaloons.




  There was a babel of innumerable voices punctuated by loud guffaws from those who had already visited the local inn and the shrieks of children rushing about, stimulated by the excitement of their elders and getting under the horses’ hooves and in everybody else’s way.




  For a moment Candida felt at a loss.




  The only thing she really wanted was to turn round and ride for home and then she remembered that home was no longer hers – already it had passed into alien hands and tomorrow she must remove herself and her few meagre belongings. It was with a sense of relief when she saw Ned waiting for her by the entrance to the ground.




  “Ah, there you be, Miss Candida,” he said, coming up to take Pegasus’ bridle. “I’m wonderin’ what could ’ave ’appened to you.”




  “I could not hurry, Ned,” Candida answered honestly.




  “I knows that, miss,” he answered. “’Ere, you jump down. I’ve seen a gentleman who might be interested, he’s bought two or three of the top-notchers already.”




  “Yes, you take Pegasus,” Candida said as she slipped to the ground.




  She put out her hand to touch the horse and instantly he turned his nose to nuzzle it against her neck with a gesture she knew so well. At his touch she felt that she could bear it no longer.




  “Take him away, Ned,” she said and her voice broke on the words. “I cannot bear to watch him go.”




  She walked into the crowd, her eyes blinded with tears. She did not want to see or hear what happened, she only knew that everything she really loved had gone from her. First her mother, then her father and now Pegasus. They had been her whole world – now there was nothing left, nothing, except emptiness and a sense of despair that made her only want to die and put an end to her suffering.




  How long she stood there with the crowd milling round her, seeing and hearing nothing but her own misery, she had no idea, until suddenly Ned was at her side.




  “’E wants to buy ’im, Miss Candida, you’d best come and talk to ’im. I’ve got ’im up to seventy-five guineas, but I thinks ’e would go a mite ’igher if ’e saw you.”




  “Seventy-five guineas!” Candida repeated.




  “It ain’t enough for Pegasus,” Ned insisted, “an ’undred is what I ’oped for. Come and talk to the gentleman, Miss Candida.”




  “Yes, I will talk to him,” Candida agreed vaguely.




  She suddenly felt that if she had to sell Pegasus she would sell him only at his proper worth. She would not allow him to be insulted by being knocked down for the paltry sum of seventy-five guineas. Ned was speaking the truth when he said there was not a horse to touch him at the whole fair – there would not be, there could not be, there was no animal in the world like Pegasus!




  Without saying anything further, she followed Ned through the crowds to where in a corner of the field she saw Pegasus held by a groom. Beside him was the gentleman whom she knew must be the person interested in purchasing her horse.




  At first glance Candida recognised his type all too well. That he was a man accustomed to being with horses was obvious. He almost looked like a horse with his long lined face and weather-beaten skin.




  The fit of his coat and breeches and the neatness of his legs with their polished boots told her that he had always ridden and ridden well. A man who would be a hard rider to hounds, a man who undoubtedly knew a good horse when he saw one and would never make a mistake.




  “This be the owner of Pegasus, sir,” she heard Ned say and she looked up to see an expression of surprise on the man’s face.




  “My name is Major Hooper, ma’am. I am interested in your horse.”




  “Are you buying him to ride yourself?” Candida asked in her soft voice.




  She saw that it was not a question he had expected her to ask.




  “I keep a livery stable, ma’am,” he replied. “I cater for the Nobility and the smartest ladies in town. Your horse will be well looked after, my grooms know their job.”




  “And Pegasus will stay with you?” Candida enquired.




  “Unless I am offered an exceedingly large sum for him,” Major Hooper said, “then he will go to some Ducal stables. He is a fine animal. I promise you, ma’am, that he will not be degraded into pulling the mail or sent to some Posting house.”




  Pegasus had turned to nuzzle his nose against Candida’s cheek and she patted him gently. Then, looking at Major Hooper in what he described to himself as a scrutinising manner, she said,




  “I believe what you tell me, but this is a very exceptional horse, unusual in many ways.”




  She saw a faint smile twitch his thin lips as if this was something he had heard often enough before.




  Impulsively she cried out,




  “Wait, I will show you.”




  She made a gesture to Ned, who understood. He helped her into the saddle, then, taking the reins, Candida guided Pegasus into the next field away from the crowds. There were few people there, only a number of farmers’ carts with their horses tied to a fence awaiting the return of their owners.




  Candida put Pegasus through his paces. She made him trot, first in an ordinary manner and then throwing out a foreleg at each step. Then at her command he knelt, rose, turned round and round, first one way and then another, until with a touch of her whip, he stood up on his hind legs and walked, pawing the air in front of him.




  She trotted him round once again and then back to Major Hooper.




  “Those are only some of the things he can do,” she said, “and you should see him jump. He takes any fence, however high, as if he had wings.”




  She had concentrated so hard at showing off Pegasus that she had no idea that Major Hooper was watching not only the horse, but her. Now, as she looked down at him from the back of the big black stallion, he took in every detail of her appearance – the small, oval face crowned, beneath a weather-beaten riding hat, with hair such as he had never seen before on any woman.




  It should have been pale gold, the colour of ripening wheat and yet in it there was a hint of fire, a touch of red, which made it appear to have captured the rays of the sun.




  It was perhaps the red in Candida’s hair that was responsible for the whiteness of her skin, which was like the petal of a Madonna lily. Smooth, soft and utterly flawless, it was not the skin of a girl who had lived all her life in the country and had it not been for her shabby habit and battered broken boots, Major Hooper would not have believed it possible for a woman to have such a skin without resorting to artifice.




  But if her hair and skin were sensational, her eyes were even more so. Dark-lashed, they seemed unnaturally large in the thinness of her face and though he tried he could not determine what their colour might be.




  When he had first seen her he thought her eyes were flecked with green, but now, because she was anxious concerning his decision, he thought that they were almost purple.




  ‘My God, she is lovely!’ he muttered to himself and then, as Candida dismounted, he said abruptly,




  “Why are you selling him?”




  He saw the elation that had been in her face at Pegasus’ performance vanish as though a dark blind had been drawn over a lighted window.




  “I have to,” she answered briefly.




  “I am sure you could persuade your father to keep him, you match each other so well.”




  “My father is dead,” Candida replied in a low voice. “You don’t suppose I would part with Pegasus unless I was compelled to do so.”




  “No, I can understand what he means to you,” Major Hooper agreed. “I have worked with horses all my life. They become a part of one, especially if one is fortunate enough to own a horse like this!’




  “You understand then,” she whispered.




  His sympathy had brought the tears back into her eyes and Major Hooper watching wondered if any woman’s eyes could look more expressive or more in need of a man’s comfort.




  “It’s a pity you cannot show off Pegasus yourself,” he said suddenly. “You would get a proper price for him in London, far better than I can offer you, if you were riding him yourself.”




  “I would do that willingly,” Candida said, “but how? I have no knowledge of London.”




  “What would your family say if I offered to take you there?” Major Hooper enquired.




  “I have no family,” Candida replied. “Walk Pegasus round the field, Ned. I would like Major Hooper to see him once again at a distance.”




  Ned took the bridle and did as he was told. As soon as he was out of earshot Candida said,




  “I will be frank with you, sir. I have to provide for Ned. He has been groom to my father and mother for twenty-one years, I cannot leave him penniless. Anything you give me for Pegasus will provide for his old age. I can only beg you to be generous.”




  “And what will happen to you?” Major Hooper enquired.




  She looked away from him across the field to where Pegasus, in high spirits, was pretending to shy at a piece of paper blowing in the wind.




  “I will find employment of some sort,” she said vaguely. “Perhaps I could be a Governess or a companion.”




  Major Hooper suddenly slapped his whip against his riding boots and the sound made her start.




  “I will give you one hundred guineas for Pegasus,” he said, “if you will come to London with me and show him off in my school.”




  “School?” Candida queried.




  “I have a riding school attached to my livery stable.” Major Hooper explained. “Many horses that I purchase need further breaking before they are competent to carry ladies in a side-saddle for their rides in London and on Rotten Row,”




  “I can help you do that?” Candida asked.




  “Yes, and you can show Pegasus off to those who are interested,” Major Hooper said.




  “I would love to do that, it sounds too wonderful. Are you sure I shall not be any trouble?”




  “You will be no trouble,” he assured her.




  “But – my – clothes,” Candida stammered.




  “Everything will be seen to,” he promised. “You can trust me not to let you down on that score.”




  “Oh, thank you, thank you!” Candida cried. “I can stay with Pegasus! I cannot tell you what it means to me!”




  “I can understand that,” Major Hooper said unsurely, “and now I should be getting back to town. If you come with me, it will make things easier.”




  “At once? Do you mean now – just as I am?” Candida asked.




  “I’ll see that you are not wanting for anything when you reach London,” Major Hooper said. “If you have any luggage of any sort, then perhaps your groom can bring it up to you tomorrow. I’ll pay his expenses and give him now a note of hand for one hundred guineas, which he can change at a bank. It would not be wise for him to carry such a large sum about with him.”




  “No, indeed not,” Candida replied, “it is very kind of you to be so thoughtful.”




  “I’m used to such dealings,” Major Hooper said. “May I be frank, ma’am, in saying that never before have I been fortunate an finding at a country fair of this sort such a magnificent animal or such a very attractive owner.”




  He saw Candida blush at the compliment. Just for a moment the lily whiteness of her skin took on the soft pink of a rosebud. Then she smiled at him and he could only think once again that he had never seen such fantastic eyes.




  ‘My God, I’ve got a bargain!’ he said to himself, as he watched her run across the field towards Ned to tell him the news.




  Not even the dowdy thread worn habit could disguise her grace and Major Hooper, a man little given to sentiment, found himself muttering beneath his breath,




  “She’s lovely and she’ll pay for it! Poor little devil!”




   




   




  Chapter Two




  As Candida drove into London beside Major Hooper in his fast yellow and black phaeton, she felt that a new world was opening before her.




  It was not long before the green fields of Potters Bar gave way to suburban houses with flower-filled gardens and then the increasing traffic told her that they were nearing the great City, which she had visited only twice in her whole life.




  It was the horses that interested her more than anything else. She stared at a pair of well-matched roans drawing a ponderous family carriage gleaming with brass, the cocked-hatted coachman wearing many-tiered driving capes. On another such vehicle the horses’ heads were held high by bearing reins and there were a brace of powdered flunkeys on the dicky seat.




  Sometimes, as they flashed by, she would have a glimpse of an attractive face at a window or the rosy-hued nose of a rich owner.




  Then her eyes would be attracted to the chestnuts drawing a fashionable Victoria open to the afternoon sunshine and conveying a vision of fashion holding a ridiculously small lace-trimmed sunshade.




  She found it hard to take her eyes also from the riders on horseback. Their sleek, well-groomed mounts made her wonder how Pegasus would compare with them, but it was a question with an easy answer as he was undoubtedly incomparable.




  “We don’t pass any shops,” Major Hooper commented, thinking that, as Candida turned her head eagerly from side to side, she was, like so many women, window-gazing.




  “Are the shops only in the centre of London?” Candida asked.




  “The ones that will interest you are,” he replied. “I live the Park side of St. John’s Wood – a very fashionable quarter at the moment.”




  He glanced at her sharply as he spoke, as if he expected her either to challenge the statement or to show that she was aware of something that he implied. The lovely little face turned up to him showed no emotion other than the ordinary interest that any young girl might have shown in his conversation.




  “It is a good position then for your livery stable?” she asked innocently.




  Major Hooper’s lips twitched as he replied,




  “My customers are all around me.”




  “That must be very convenient,” Candida remarked, no longer attending, but watching a young gallant, his top hat at a saucy angle, coping with his stallion that had shied at a coster’s barrel.




  Pegasus was being ridden to London by one of Major Hooper’s grooms. He had bought three other horses at the fair, but Candida had known without being told that the chief groom would be in charge of Pegasus.




  It had been a poignant moment when she had said goodbye to Ned, but he had been so overwhelmed and grateful at the vast sum of money she had bestowed on him that he was almost incoherent.




  “You will be able to rent that cottage you like in the village,” Candida told him. “And I am sure there will be lots of small jobs you can do, which will bring you in other money from time to time.”




  “Don’t you a-worry your ’ead about me, Miss Candida,” Ned replied, “’tis you I be a-thinkin’ of.”




  “I shall be all right,” Candida replied with a bravery which, though cleverly assumed, did not deceive Ned.




  “Are you sure you be doin’ the right thing, miss?” he asked, pulling her a little to one side so that Major Hooper could not overhear what he said.




  “It’s an opportunity to be with Pegasus,” Candida replied, “and Major Hooper seems a nice man.”




  It was not exactly the word she would have chosen to describe Major Hooper. She did not really know quite what she felt about him. At the same time he seemed frank and open.




  Besides, if she did not go with him, what was the alternative?




  She had no knowledge of domestic bureaux from which fashionable ladies engaged their servants nor did she think that her appearance in London, ill-dressed and without references, was likely to find her anything but employment of the most inferior sort.




  Besides this she was certain that her youth and her looks would be against her. She was not conceited, but she was well aware that Society ladies did not usually fill their houses with attractive young women who were not by birth intended to be domestic servants.




  No, there was nothing else she could have done but accept Major Hooper’s offer and indeed she was deeply grateful to him for the chance to remain with Pegasus and to know that for a short time at least she would be able to ride her horse.
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