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  She could not believe it. This is the 21st century, she said to herself. I'm on my way to Exeter, in my car. This is not right.




  She had swept around one of the many corners of the Devon lane from Kingsbury St Jude, and found the road blocked by a caravan. Not another infuriating tourist towing his temporary home into places it did not belong, but a real caravan. A canary yellow, gypsy caravan, with a horse.




  Virginia stopped her car and stared. The caravan stood across the road, trying to pull into the fields. She had never seen anything so pretty outside a picture book. The caravan had an arched black roof with a miniature chimney. A quaint window, with open shutters pinned back, nestled under the roof. The red shutters and the caravan's corner posts bore a tracery of hand painted leaves and flowers, the whole making a comet of glorious colour against the dark trees and hedgerows beyond.




  Drawing the caravan, a stocky horse of brown, white and black patches. A miniature carthorse, with a long white mane and white feathers hiding his hooves. He had mounted the verge and was on the point of pulling his load off the road and into a hidden gateway. Virginia could just make out a man sitting in the caravan's doorway, flicking the reins to urge his horse on. The horse lowered his croup and with a powerful heave, pulled the front wheels of the van up over the curb. The back wheels bumped up in turn, and the caravan disappeared into the Devon hedge.




  Virginia had just seen something that belonged to Victorian times, when no cars disturbed the peace and horses ruled the road. She eased forward and looked for the caravan. It had dived into an overgrown lane. She could see its back wall completely filling the narrow slot between the hedges. As she watched, it dipped out of sight, leaving only wheel marks and hoof prints.




  She found herself smiling as she drove on to Exeter. The sight she had just seen was so startling, so incongruous, so out of place in a modern world. The brightness of the horse and its van would bring a smile to anyone's Saturday. All morning, she found the image of it springing back into her mind whenever she had a quiet moment.




  She finished work early that day and it was still mid-afternoon when she turned into the narrow lane leading back to Kingsbury St Jude. If she looked carefully, she could pick out white scrapes the horse's metal shoes had left on the tarmac that morning and she followed them to the overgrown lane. When she reached it, she wanted to stop and investigate, but that was silly. She drove reluctantly past but, at the next farm driveway, she stopped. I'm stupid, she thought. It's Saturday, I’m early, and what's so important at home that it can't wait a little? What is there to be afraid of? She turned and drove back, searching for a place she could safely pull off the road and park.




  She put her hand bag under her arm, for no sensible reason beyond the feel of it, locked up and set off down the lane. She quickly wished she was wearing proper shoes, and not slip-on leather sandals. The grass in the centre of the track was long, but walking in the wheel ruts meant offering herself to the nettles and brambles leaning out from the hedges. She pushed on down the lane, pausing only once to look back and find the tarmac road had disappeared.




  Abruptly, the lane turned and passed between two rough-hewn, granite gate posts. Beyond them, the track continued through a wood of oak, ash and hazel. The wood was dark, and filled with a heavy afternoon silence. Oh well, too late to turn back now and besides, the caravan wheels had left clear prints here. The track continued gently downhill.




  Now she could hear something, a rhythmic noise, close at hand. Again the track turned sharply, and this time she stepped out into sunlight. She was in a quarry. An old quarry cut into the hillside, unused and returning to nature. The caravan stood in front of her, its shafts resting on the ground, with black harness draped over them. The man was grooming his horse, brushing in long, rhythmic strokes, and pausing to dip his brush into a bucket of water that stood beside him.




  The horse looked around at her, and the man stopped his work to look at her over his horse's back. Suddenly, a black and white collie rushed out at her and stood barking.




  “Get back, Shep,” ordered the man, “Stupid dog. You were asleep. She’s here already.” The dog came close enough to sniff the hand Virginia offered, lost interest in her and walked away. The man dismissed his horse with a pat and a quiet “Get on, Jack”, and turned his attention to Virginia.




  “Well, well, well, and what brings you here, milady?”




  His voice sounded gentle, his accent part Devon and part something she did not recognise. His eyes are almost black, she found herself thinking. Wavy black hair and dark eyes. He's handsome. Then she managed to stammer “I saw you this morning. Coming in. Your caravan looked so pretty. And your horse...”
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