

  

    

  




  
CHAPTER ONE


  1876




  Gisela pushed open the door of the saddler’s shop.




  Although she had been there often enough, she always felt a sense of embarrassment and shyness in having to go into what seemed a peculiarly masculine domain.




  It was invariably the same, that strange sinking feeling in her heart and the hesitation that made her long to find some excuse for putting off the moment when she must cross the threshold and encounter the curious eyes of possibly half a dozen strangers.




  Old Fred Tyler, the saddler, knew her well enough and she was certainly not afraid of him. She had come there on errands for her father since she was old enough to walk. Reins to be mended, a girth to be repaired, a saddle-strap to be replaced.




  There was never an occasion when she was about to take the trap to Towcester when her father, the Squire, did not make the same remark,




  “Going to Towcester? I have something you can take to Tyler for repair.”




  But Fred Tyler was not only a saddler, he was, it seemed to Gisela, the centre and the meeting ground for all the gossip that went on in the County.




  Invariably there would be a group of men standing in front of the roaring log fire that occupied one wall of the shop.




  Men in boots and breeches, bespattered with mud and wearing with their pink coats the coloured collars that denoted whether they were members of the Pytchley, the Bicester or the Duke of Grafton’s Hunt. Their hands deep in their pockets, they would be roaring with laughter or swilling a pint of ale in the deep pewter pots that Fred Tyler’s boy had fetched from the neighbouring inn.




  It seemed to Gisela that, when she entered the shop, their laughter would stop abruptly. There would come a sudden silence as the gentlemen round the fire eyed her speculatively.




  Then, when she had left, their laughter would ring out again, echoing in her ears long after she had left the shop.




  She would long to know what Fred Tyler said about her, for often enough before the door had closed behind her she would hear the question,




  “Who is she?”




  What did he say? Was it simple? Like, “her be Squire Musgrave’s daughter.”




  That would be an easy explanation. Or did he go into details, adding,




  “Her be Squire Musgrave’s daughter by his first wife, that fancy foreign woman what died some ten years ago, before he married that Lady Harriet.”




  “Good God! Has Harriet Musgrave got a stepdaughter? She won’t care for that. Women aren’t Harriet’s partiality.”




  There would be gales of laughter at that, laughter that would make Gisela tremble and hurry her steps a little quicker along the cobbled street.




  But perhaps she was exaggerating.




  Perhaps, as she had been told often enough when she was a child, she was letting her imagination run away with her. Perhaps the gentlemen round the fireplace were not in the slightest interested in her or who she might be.




  And, indeed, why should they be? She looked insignificant and shabby enough in her old threadbare brown dress, which had been darned and repaired until there was nothing more that she could do to it. Her bonnet too was sadly out of fashion.




  Why should they look at her, slinking nervously into the shop on some paltry errand that the groom could easily have executed if her father had seen fit to spare him?




  ‘Why am I such a coward?’ Gisela asked. And told herself that it was only because she was confined by the walls of a house that she must suffer from this sense of inferiority.




  It was so different when she was riding.




  Then she felt the equal of any man and the superior to most. She knew that she could outride them – she knew that, however shabby her habit might be, she need not be ashamed of her seat or of her hands.




  ‘I am not afraid! I am not afraid!’ she said to herself now and walked into the shop.




  It was not so bad as she had anticipated. There were only two men in front of the fire today and she knew them both by sight. They were farmers, one from Northampton way, the other from the South of the County, an elderly man who had once caught her horse for her after she had taken a toss over a particularly bad fence.




  She smiled at him shyly as she crossed the wooden floor and he raised his hat as Fred Tyler came from behind the wooden counter, rubbing his hands on his leather apron.




  Fred Tyler looked almost like a bit of his own saddlery. It was impossible to imagine him except with a background of saddles and bridles, reins and girths, whips and traces. His skin was the colour of leather and his back was bowed with long hours of bending over his work.




  There was a twinkle in his eye and a sly humour on his tongue that made him the character that he was, so that men of all classes and all types called to see old Fred whenever they were in Towcester.




  “Good mornin’, missie! And what can I do for you?”




  “Good morning, Fred! The Squire asked me to bring you this rein. He says it’s rough beneath his fingers.”




  Gisela handed it to the old man as she spoke.




  He took it from her, examining the length of it and tut-tutting between his teeth as he found a broken stitch.




  “Tell the Squire it’ll be repaired – he shall have it within four and twenty hours.”




  “There was something else he asked me to tell you – ” Gisela began.




  It was at that moment that the door of the shop was thrown open.




  “Saddler!” a peremptory voice called out.




  It was a servant who stood there, but a very superior and resplendent servant, wearing breeches and boots that were polished so that they seemed almost to reflect like mirrors, a livery coat adorned with crested buttons, a yellow and black striped waistcoat and cockaded top hat, which sat on his head at such a jaunty angle that it was almost an impertinence in itself.




  “Hallo there, saddler!” this apparition called again in a voice that echoed and re-echoed round the small shop.




  “Would you be wantin’ me?” Fred Tyler asked, going forward slowly.




  “Who else, if you’re the saddler?” was the reply. “His Lordship wishes to speak to you. Outside with you and be quick about it. We don’t want to hang about in this benighted hole all day.”




  There was a moment’s silence.




  The farmers in front of the fireplace had stopped talking and were staring at the flunkey. Gisela was staring too and for a moment it seemed as if Fred Tyler hesitated.




  He was used to gentry who treated him, if not with respect, at least with a certain amount of politeness. Perhaps for a moment he felt a certain resentment, an impulse to revolt against such scurvy treatment.




  But tradition was too strong for him.




  “I be a-comin’ to his Lordship,” he said and hurried through the open door, which slammed noisily behind him.




  Gisela waited patiently.




  At the same time she felt herself shiver as if the March winds had driven away the warmth of the shop.




  The new year of 1876 had come in with bitter cold and deep snow. February had been damp and foggy and now March was filled with blustery winds driving across the countryside uprooting the trees and bringing the chimney pots tumbling down into the streets.




  It seemed as if the winter had been unusually long and Gisela had a sudden longing for the spring sunshine, for the first daffodils and then the long warm days of summer.




  Content in her own thoughts she did not at first hear what the two farmers were saying and then gradually the sense of their conversation percolated her consciousness.




  “Her took that big fence down by the brook just like a bird, her did,” the older man was saying. “I tell you, Jim, I’ve n’er seen the like of it all me born days.”




  “I know, I’ve seen her with my own eyes,” the younger man remarked. “There’ve been women enough in the Duke’s country who could ride – and as well as any man. But she seems part of the horse.”




  “That’s it, boy! That’s just what I were a-sayin’,” the other farmer agreed. “Her seems a part of the horse. I thought we could teach these foreigners summat, but maybe there’s a bit as we can learn.”




  Gisela wondered who they were talking about.




  She had not been hunting these past ten days because one of her father’s mares had sprained a fetlock and he had wanted all the horses for himself.




  Obviously someone new had appeared in the hunting field.




  She felt curious and at the same time envious. It was agony for her not to be able to ride, to be kept at home to listen to the scoldings of her stepmother and to be made to help with all the most invidious tasks in the household that no one else would do, when she might be galloping across the fields, leaping the hedges, being in for the kill.




  She drew a deep breath at the very thought.




  At that moment the door opened.




  “If you’ll step this way, my Lord, I’ll show your Lordship the bridle I’d in mind. ’Tis the very latest design and the same pattern as one I made for His Grace. And yet I’ve improved on it, if I may be permitted to say so.”




  Fred Tyler hobbled across the floor and was followed by a gentleman.




  Gisela moved quickly so as to be out of his way, squeezing herself almost apologetically against the wall on the opposite side to that of the fireplace, a wall that, being overhung with saddles, was in the deepest shadow.




  Not that the gentleman entering the shop was likely to pay the slightest attention to her. He walked slowly, but with an arrogance and a pride that made him dominate and overshadow everything and everyone else.




  He was very tall, hatless, his dark hair shining in the firelight. He had square shoulders beneath his blue whipcord coat and an exquisitely tied cravat, which threw into prominence the squareness of his jaw.




  He betrayed not by the flicker of an eye his awareness that there were other occupants of the shop. He ignored the two farmers standing awkwardly and silently by the fire and Gisela shrinking into insignificance at the end of the counter.




  Long thin fingers, which seemed somehow more capable than they looked, examined the bridles that Fred Tyler heaped eagerly upon the counter.




  “Too heavy,” he said firmly.




  “But I assure you, my Lord – ”




  “Too heavy,” he repeated. “Show me another.”




  There was something sharp in his voice when he spoke the second time. It was obvious that he was a man who could not be argued with, who expected and intended to have his own way.




  “Now this, my Lord, is the finest I’ve ever made,” Fred Tyler continued.




  There was silence while his Lordship examined it.




  “That will do.”




  He turned without another word and went from the shop.




  He seemed so tall, it was almost as if his head touched the ceiling. The whole shop was full of him, his breadth, his importance, his air of authority. He reached the door. Surely, Gisela thought, he must bow his head to pass through it? He is too tall – he must abandon his arrogant carriage, which seemed to challenge the world or stun himself against the heavy oak beam above the doorway.




  She waited. He passed through the door, which Fred Tyler obsequiously opened for him, with a tenth of an inch to spare.




  Gisela did not know why, but she drew a deep breath.




  He was gone and there was only his impudent servant to say,




  “Bring it out to the coach, saddler, and quick about it.”




  She watched Fred Tyler, wrapping up the bridle, cursing beneath his breath at the awkwardness of the parcel, hurrying, panting, almost falling over himself to get to the door rapidly.




  It was then that Gisela felt she could wait no longer. Something in what she had witnessed revolted her. She felt both angry and rebellious and yet could not explain her feelings even to herself.




  She had seen the overbearing ways of the Nobility often enough, both in the hunting field and in the town. Yet there was something about the man who had just entered the shop that aroused a confusion of feelings she had never known before.




  For the first time she asked herself by what right should she and her demands be ignored while he was served? She was not only a woman, she too was one of the gentry, one of ‘the ruling classes’ – to repeat a phrase that her father was fond of using.




  ‘The ruling classes!’ She almost laughed aloud at the irony of it. She, who was nothing more or less than an unpaid servant in her own home. She, who must wait on her stepmother, who must bear insults and blows without complaint. And yet, as far as her antecedents were concerned, she was as blue-blooded as any of those who were accorded respect and attention.




  But it seemed to her now that even Fred Tyler and the shopkeepers of the town knew how little it mattered where she was concerned.




  Blindly, on a sudden impulse, she followed the saddler from the shop, going out into the cold windy street just as the carriage, which had been standing outside, drove away.




  She could not miss the magnificence of the pair of chestnut bays that drew it, of the coachman with his many-tiered driving cape, the impudent footman beside him on the box or the crest emblazoned on the polished panel of the door.




  She had another glimpse of the dark arrogant face inside, of the finely chiselled nose silhouetted against the upholstery, of lips set in a hard line above a square chin.




  And then the horses were moving away with the jingle of silver bit and bridle followed by a clatter of wheels.




  Fred Tyler did not see Gisela slip behind him and turn down the street. He was staring after the coach, a look almost of rapture on his face.




  Gisela, battling with the March wind, had no desire to draw his attention to her. She had left one errand unfulfilled, but what did it matter?




  But in some way it only accentuated the resentment in her heart against the stranger in the coach, and, in contrast, her own invidious position.




  There was no carriage to carry her home. She had come into the town in the old family barouche, which was used on market days but seldom at other times. But her stepmother had sent it on an errand on the other side of Towcester and Gisela had said that she would walk back when her errands were done rather than wait for its return.




  It was only a walk of two miles to the Squire’s house, The Grange, which was just outside the town and Gisela was used to walking. It was seldom that a carriage could be spared to take her anywhere. The horses were always better employed than conveying her. And, indeed, she would not even have been allowed to hunt had it not suited her father to use her as a second or third groom and let her help to keep the horses exercised.




  As she walked now along the muddy road, trying to keep the hem of her skirt clean and at the same time prevent her bonnet from flying off her head, Gisela dreamt only of the hunt. She found herself remembering the conversation of the two farmers.




  Who was the woman who went like a bird? she wondered. And then, despite every resolution to the contrary, she found herself thinking of the stranger. Who was he? Would she see him out hunting? She hoped, she thought fiercely, that she would never see him again and wondered why she felt so violently about him.




  There was something irritating, she thought, in a man who was obviously so eaten up with his own pride. And yet perhaps there was an excuse in the fact that he had something to be proud of.




  She was proud – and about nothing, as her stepmother told her often enough.




  Gisela gave a little sigh. It was not often that she allowed herself to wallow in self-pity, and yet sometimes it was impossible not to compare her position with that of other girls of her own age.




  In three months’ time she would be twenty-one and she would come of age.




  Her lips curved a little scornfully at the thought. What would she come of age to? More days of drudgery, more months of servitude, more years of never being able to go anywhere or do anything!




  Why did her stepmother hate her so? She wished she knew the answer.




  Once she had asked Lady Harriet that very thing.




  “Why do you hate me?” she demanded through her tears, after she had been beaten for something she had not done.




  “Hate you?” Harriet Musgrave had enquired. “I don’t hate a stupid little slut like you. Why should I? You are not worth hating, my dear. You are too stupid, too plain and insignificant for me to feel anything about you except irritation.”




  Too stupid and insignificant! The words had stung because, as Gisela admitted to herself, they were true. And yet, what chance had she to be anything else?




  Lady Harriet nagged at her morning, noon and night. She might deny hating her, but it was true enough. Gisela knew that. And her father had long since given up trying to protect her.




  He had indeed given up arguing with his second wife in every possible way. Instead, when he was not hunting, he was drinking – drinking himself to a comfortable oblivion of nagging voices, of women’s quarrels, of poverty, of everything, in fact, that might trouble or disturb him.




  “Papa, why do you drink so much?” Gisela had asked him when by a lucky chance they were alone together and he had been in one of his good moods.




  “What else is there for a man who has grown old? And thank the Lord your grandfather had the sense to lay down a good cellar,” he had said.




  “But it’s not good for you, Papa.”




  “It’s good for me to be at peace with God and man,” he answered. “And I assure you, Gisela, that after two bottles of this port I am at peace with the devil himself.”




  Lady Harriet did not accept his explanations so easily. Sometimes their rows would make the chandeliers shake and tremble above their heads and Gisela would slip upstairs to bed rather than hear their harsh voices shouting abuse at each other.




  “You drunken sot,” Harriet Musgrave screamed once when he had accused her of being unfaithful to him. “Do you imagine I am content to sit here and watch you sousing? I am young, I want to enjoy life, I want to have fun. I didn’t marry you to be an old man’s nurse.”




  Gisela did not hear her father’s reply, but the next night when he had come in from hunting he had drunk himself into insensibility in the smoking room while Harriet had flirted in the drawing room with her latest young man.




  She was finding it harder and harder as the years went by to command attention. She had never been very attractive, with her heavy, angular features, a sallow skin and a figure that one disagreeable old gossip had described as, ‘a lamp post with a waist’. Being the fifth daughter of an old County family, she had had difficulty in finding herself a husband and the widowed Squire Musgrave had seemed her last chance. There was no doubt at all that she had been in love with him when she married him. She would, in fact, have been in love with any man who had so much as glanced in her direction.




  But marriage had not brought her the ardent inexhaustible romance that her heart and body craved for. She did not hunt, being afraid of horses, and she resented the utter absorption of her husband and practically every other man in the neighbourhood in a sport that seemed to her merely a ridiculous waste of time.




  She was the type of woman who wanted everyone’s attention to be focused on her and she could never forgive the Squire for returning to the chase as soon as the honeymoon was over and being content to spend three-quarters of every day in the company of his horses rather than in her own.




  She had loathed Gisela from the moment she had set eyes on her.




  The fact that the girl had not yet discovered the reason for it was due to a modesty that was instinctive as well as being hammered into her.




  *




  The drive to The Grange was long and overgrown. The avenue of heavy oaks dripped onto the worn gravel and into the puddles formed through lack of repair and briars and brambles sprawled over the grass on either side.




  When the house came in sight, it was easy to see that it too needed both redecorating and repair.




  The paint was blistered and worn round the windows. Several panes of glass were cracked or missing in the front of the house and the stone portico was crumbling away. Ivy climbed over the red brick of the house itself and there was a general air of dilapidation about the whole place.




  Gisela was, however, too used to her home to notice anything particularly wrong with it at the moment. The morning rain had, in fact, washed the front doorsteps cleaner than usual, although there was dried mud on the scrapers and the footprints of several dogs travelled over the steps onto the polished floor of the hall.




  The hall itself was large and dark, its oak-panelled walls hung with pictures of the Musgrave family dating back to the reign of King Charles II.




  It was very cold in the house, for the fire had not been lit, although fresh logs had been thrown into the huge open fireplace.




  Gisela gave a little sigh. It was always the same if she went out. James saw to nothing. He was really almost mental, but where else would they get a footman so cheaply?




  Hill, the butler, was long past work. He would be seventy-five next birthday and was already partially blind and almost completely deaf. The only thing he was capable of doing was to bring up the bottle of wine that her father required as soon as he came into the house and she suspected that he usually sampled it himself before he decanted it and finished off in the morning anything that was left.




  She pulled her cape from her shoulders, threw it on a chair and knelt down to light the fire.




  As she did so there came a voice from the top of the stairs,




  “Is that you, Gisela?”




  Gisela hesitated. It was an almost instinctive hesitation of someone who longs not to answer and who hopes against hope that they can pretend not to be there.




  “Gisela!”




  The voice was sharp and penetrating.




  “Yes.”




  “I thought I heard you come in. Why don’t you answer at once? Where have you been?”




  “To Towcester. You know that I had to go there.”




  “Well, why have you been so long? Come upstairs at once. I want you.”




  “I was just going to light the fire.”




  “Never mind about the fire. Come up here.”




  Gisela rose from her knees, brushed the dust from the hearth off her dress and, as she did so, she had a sudden vision of the man in the saddler’s shop walking royally and with a conscious dignity across the wooden floor.




  What would he do in such circumstances? she wondered. And then she knew that never, under any circumstances, would he find himself in such a position or remain in it. He would fight his way out and battle down his opponents by sheer force of will and personality.




  “Gisela!”




  The call was imperative.




  “I am coming,” Gisela said. “I am coming.”




  She almost ran up the stairs, frightened now with the silly childish fear that her stepmother always aroused in her. It had started when Harriet first came to the house and nothing had happened in the years to take away that first sense of fear and helplessness with which the child, Gisela, had regarded her stepmother.




  Lady Harriet was standing now in the big bedroom that opened off the top of the stairs. In it was the huge mahogany four-poster in which she and the Squire slept when he was not so drunk that he spent the night in his armchair in the smoking room.




  It was a room curiously at variance with Harriet’s appearance, for it was a frivolous feminine room with curtains of rose-pink satin, with a muslin frill decorating the dressing table, with cupids flying over the painted ceiling and tiny spindle-legged gold chairs which she had brought there from one of the rooms downstairs.




  In the middle of it, Lady Harriet, tall, angular, her dark hair falling in ringlets on either side of her high cheekbones, seemed an intruder, but there was no mistaking who owned the room or the house.




  “How could you be so long, you tiresome girl?” she stormed at Gisela as soon as she entered the room. “You know as well as I do that I want to wear that purple gown tonight to dine at The Castle. The lace is torn at the bottom. I told you to repair it a week ago.”




  “I don’t think you did,” Gisela said timidly. “I don’t remember you ever mentioning it to me.”




  In answer Lady Harriet strode across the room and seizing Gisela by her forearm, with fingers that bit into the flesh, she dragged her roughly to the bed on which was laid the purple gown in question.




  “Look for yourself then,” she said, giving the back of her stepdaughter’s head a good slap. “Look and see. You put the dress away. Haven’t I told you over and over again to see if anything wants doing before you hang it up?”




  She shook Gisela roughly as she spoke, her fingernails digging so sharply into the girl’s arm that she gave a little cry of pain.




  “Oh, please, you are hurting me.”




  “I will hurt you a jolly sight worse if you don’t get busy this moment on the dress,” Lady Harriet replied. “You lazy little dolt. You cannot do a single thing you are asked to do. What good you are in the world I would like to know. Get your needle and thread and you don’t leave this room until it is finished.”




  “Could I have a cup of tea first?” Gisela asked. “It was so cold in Towcester, my fingers are frozen.”




  “Work will unfreeze them,” Lady Harriet retorted. “I have told you what you are to do. There is no time for cups of tea. Hurry, do you hear me? I have got to wear that dress tonight or I’ll give you a beating you won’t forget in a lifetime.”




  As she spoke, she gave Gisela a push that sent her flying across the room towards the door.




  With an effort she kept her footing, opened the door and fled upstairs to her own room. She threw her cape and bonnet down on the bed. She knew her hair looked a sight, dishevelled by the wind and the pressure of her bonnet. But she dare not stop to tidy herself.




  She picked up her work-basket and tore downstairs, hurrying back along the passage to her stepmother’s bedroom and to her relief when she got back into the room Lady Harriet was not there.




  Quickly she drew a chair up to the bed and. with tiny almost invisible stitches, started to sew on the lace flounce where it had been torn away from the elaborate frills at the bottom of the dress.




  It was only as she sat down that Gisela was aware that her arm was bruised and a little painful where her step-mother had gripped it. She could still feel too the sharpness of those bony fingers on the back of her head.




  Tears gathered in her eyes. Why, she wondered, was everything she did always wrong? Why had something always been forgotten?




  She tried really hard to placate Lady Harriet, not only for her own sake but also for her father’s and for the sake of everyone in the house.




  “I cannot think why you don’t make an effort to please your stepmother,” her father had said to her more than once. But she could not explain to him that whatever she did Lady Harriet would never be satisfied.




  He had no idea how cruel she was with her continual slappings and pinchings. And, ever since Gisela was a child, Lady Harriet had made every possible excuse for beating her.




  A broken cup, a forgotten errand, a chance remark that was twisted into an impertinence, would all result in Lady Harriet bringing out the thin wiry little dog whip she kept in her bedroom for this very purpose.




  As the years went by, Gisela tried to protest that she was too old to be punished in such a humiliating manner. But, small and delicately boned, she was powerless against the superior strength of her stepmother. She had learnt too from bitter experience that protesting or screaming merely incited Lady Harriet to whip her harder and more violently.




  On such occasions there was a glint in the older woman’s eye and a cruel smile on her lips, the reason for which even Gisela did not understand and which frightened her as being both unnatural and evil.




  Now, as she sewed, Gisela wiped the tears from her eyes with the back of her hand. How stupid she was to mind! She had told herself often enough that Lady Harriet was of no real consequence in her life.




  Why did she not think instead of her mother? So gentle and pretty. How happy they had been when she was alive! The house had seemed full of laughter, the food had been delicious, the servants had worked willingly and cheerfully.




  They had not been any richer, but the money had gone much further. It was not spent, as it was now, on Lady Harriet’s outrageous gowns, on furs, bonnets, jewellery, fans and fripperies. All to try and enslave any stupid young subaltern from the nearby Barracks or some adventurous gentleman in need of a free meal and a bedroom he need not pay for.




  Money that should have been spent on the house and the garden was all expended by Harriet on trying to preserve or create a beauty she had never possessed. It would have been pathetic if anyone could feel sorry for the hard-voiced virago who made their lives a continual hell.




  ‘Oh, Mamma, Mamma,’ Gisela sobbed in her heart. ‘Why did you have to die?’




  She could see that night only too well.




  Her mother had been so well the previous week and she had looked more beautiful than ever. Beautiful because she believed that she was about to have her heart’s desire.




  “I am going to give you a little brother, Gisela,” she said, putting her arm around the ten-year-old girl.




  “Oh, Mamma, when?” Gisela asked.




  “Very soon, darling.”




  They had talked about it excitedly and then her father had come into the room.




  “Have you told the child, Stephanie?” he enquired.




  Her mother looked up at him with shining eyes.




  “She is as happy as I am, George.”




  “You must not be disappointed if it is a daughter,” he said and Gisela had known by the sudden gruffness in his voice that he was trying to hide his feelings, trying to conceal the delight that he too was sharing with them.




  “It will be a son,” his wife answered. “A son for you, George, because you want it so much, because I have been so ashamed it was the one thing I have not been able to give you.”




  “Do you think I want anyone but you?”




  Her father knelt down by her mother’s chair and put his arms around her. They had both forgotten the little girl watching them.




  That night when she was in bed Gisela had heard a scream. It was the next morning before she learned that her mother had fallen when going downstairs to dinner and had rolled from the top of the stairs to the bottom.




  The baby was born prematurely that night. It was a son and both he and his mother died as the sun came up over the distant hills.




  Everything had changed from that moment. At first Squire Musgrave had behaved like a maniac, raving about the house, demanding doctors and more doctors, specialists, anyone who could bring his wife back to life.




  And then after the funeral he had sunk into a drunken despair from which no one could rouse him.




  For several months he had been in a hopeless condition until the hunting season came round and then they had persuaded him to go out cubbing for the sake of his horses. It had been the saving of his sanity.




  Gisela had never quite known how or where he had met Lady Harriet.




  As a child she had only watched her come increasingly often to the house, uninvited, ‘taking a chance’, as she herself put it, of finding the Squire at home.




  There were long séances in the smoking-room when they sat talking and laughing, evenings when she brought a few friends over to dinner and more occasionally persuaded Squire Musgrave to drive over to her home.




  And then, finally, the evening when Gisela, playing the piano in the drawing room, looked up to see them both standing in the doorway. Her father was drunk – she knew that by the rather stupid expression on his face, by the way he swayed into the room as he walked towards her. There was nothing exceptional about it and she took it as a matter of course.




  But Lady Harriet’s attitude had changed. She sensed that as she rose, shy and a little awkward, to her feet.




  “I-I was practising,” she said almost as if some explanation had been demanded of her.




  “Your father and I have news for you,” Lady Harriet said.




  There was a note in her voice and a glint in her eye that told Gisela the truth almost before she said it.




  “We were married this morning.”




  Five words that were almost like a death blow.




  She found herself standing and staring stupidly and voicelessly.




  “Are you not going to congratulate us?”




  There was a satisfaction and yet a taunting note in Lady Harriet’s voice that seemed to strike Gisela like a whip.




  “No, no! It’s not true! It cannot be true!”




  She heard her own voice, shrill and frightened. It was a nightmare – a nightmare from which she must waken at any moment. But even as she cried out, even as she turned helplessly from one to the other, she knew that it was the truth.




  Papa had married Lady Harriet. There was someone else in her mother’s place!




  CHAPTER TWO




  The hounds were running hard and Gisela, feeling the crisp morning air with a touch of frost in it on her cheeks, felt as if she flew on wings after them.




  Her horse carried her well and they galloped over the rough ground, taking several small fences in their stride.




  Then, leaving a large wood on their left, they took to the open ground with the hounds baying ahead and the pink coats of the whippers-in making a vivid splash of colour against the blue of the sky.




  As always when she was hunting, Gisela forgot everything but the thrill of the chase. A wild excitement seemed to mount within her heart with every stride her horse took.




  Soon the majority of the field were left behind and only the most fleet and those who were more daring than the rest remained in the running. It was then that Gisela became aware of another woman streaking some distance ahead of her.




  At first she was conscious only of a dark habit on a grey horse that leapt as if it was Pegasus itself over the fences, which grew higher and more dangerous so that fewer and fewer of the field attempted them.




  Gisela’s passing interest turned to curiosity.




  It was not often, that she was outridden and, knowing every inch of the countryside, she was invariably in the forefront of those of her own sex who were as knowledgeable or as brave.




  She pushed her horse a little harder. Still the woman kept ahead, riding, Gisela thought, as if she was a part of her mount. The comparison seemed familiar and she remembered the farmers’ conversation in Tyler’s saddlery.




  This must be the woman they were talking about, the woman who had commanded their admiration so that they spoke of her in almost awestruck tones.




  They were tearing now across a stubble field, which sloped a little downhill, but still Gisela could not overtake the grey in front.




  It was then that, with a pang of apprehension, she remembered what lay ahead – a very high hedge and beyond it a treacherous ditch that made a safe landing almost impossible.




  There was only one place Gisela knew where it was safe to jump, but how was the stranger to know that?




  Gisela gave her horse a touch of the whip, but he was already galloping full out and could make no further effort. With a stab of fear she realised that the unknown woman was heading straight for the centre of the fence.




  She tried to shout, but, from the very speed at which they were going, her voice was torn from her lips.




  “Stop! Take care!”




  The words were strangled in her throat and now, knowing that there was nothing she could do, Gisela reined in her own horse while the unknown stranger leapt the hedge ahead. Horse and rider were silhouetted in a moment of flying grace against the sky and then they disappeared from view.




  Hastily Gisela made for the place in the hedge where she invariably jumped. Her horse cleared it easily, coming down on the other side without mishap.




  There Gisela looked and saw exactly what she had expected – a riderless horse galloping hard across the field ahead and a body lying prostrate and still on the ground beyond the ditch.




  For a moment she had a fleeting regret for the chase. The hounds were already two fields ahead and her heart was with them.




  But a feeling of mercy and compassion made her hurry to the side of the fallen woman.




  She rode up, slipped from off the back of her horse and, kneeling on the broken ground, turned her over gently. The stranger’s head fell back on Gisela’s arm. Her face was so white, so drained of any colour, that for one ghastly moment she thought that she had broken her neck. And then she realised that her alarm was unnecessary, the woman still breathed.




  Gisela looked round for help. There was no one in sight and there was only the cry of the hounds gradually dying away in the distance. Her glance came back again to the woman she held in her arms and, even as she did so, the stranger’s eyelids fluttered and she opened her eyes.




  Looking at her then, Gisela realised that she was, in fact, the most beautiful woman she had ever seen in her life. An exquisite face, arresting, radiant even in its pallor and her eyes, large and lustrous, seemed to fill the whole of her small pointed face.




  “You are all right?” she said soothingly, as the woman looked up at her enquiringly. “You have had a fall, but I don’t think any bones are broken.”




  “I’ve – fallen?”




  A faint voice repeated the words a little vaguely and then the woman struggled to sit up, making what seemed to Gisela an almost superhuman effort.




  “Don’t hurry to move,” Gisela warned her. “One always feels terrible for a moment after one has been knocked unconscious.”




  “I-I am all – right,” the stranger faltered. “But ­– my horse?”




  “Someone will catch him,” Gisela comforted her.




  The woman closed her eyes for a moment as if everything was swimming around her and leant back against Gisela.




  “There, I told you,” she said firmly. “You must take things easily. A fall like that can be very dangerous.”




  The strange woman took a deep breath.




  “I shall be all right in a minute,” she said and now Gisela realised that she spoke with a foreign accent.




  Her English was perfect, but there was that faint inflection, that fascinating difference in the way she enunciated her words, which brought Gisela a sudden nostalgia.




  That was how her mother had spoken. How well she knew that intonation, that entrancing lilt on the words. She longed to say,




  ‘Go on, say something else.’




  But the stranger was hurt. She must get her to safety and then, having done so, perhaps she, herself, could continue to hunt.




  “Do you think you could manage to get to the farmhouse up there on the hill?” she asked. “You could ride my horse and I could walk beside you and, once we were there, perhaps we could send someone to find your carriage.”




  The stranger looked towards the farmhouse, which was quite clear through the trees.




  “I will try,” she said.




  She rose unsteadily to her feet. There were no bones broken, Gisela thought thankfully.




  And then with a little effort on both their parts she was in the saddle.




  She was so slight that it was like lifting thistledown and what a straight back she had, Gisela thought. And how exquisitely her habit fitted. Even covered with mud there was an elegance about it that made Gisela remember her own shabby jacket and well-worn skirt.
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