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Prologue

 


1928

 


“Miss Waterhouse!”

Katherine had never felt so exhilarated in her
entire five years. Behind her, she could hear her minder calling
but Katherine didn’t care. If Ms. Bree hadn’t wanted Katherine to
run off, she should have locked the gate when leaving Katherine
alone in the garden to play.

Katherine had tried the gate every single day
the entire summer and for the first time, it had moved open when
she had pushed on it. She knew where the horses were and that’s
where she was heading now. She ran from her safe, fenced-in garden
with her swing and her mother’s flowers, past the main building and
the servant’s quarters, all the way down to the stables.

Katherine had been in the stable before. She
was the only child of Simon Waterhouse, one of the most prominent
Olympic horse trainers in all of England. Her mother had taken her
to the stables or her father had taken her. Sometimes they took her
after church. Sometimes they took her before dinner. Sometimes they
took her because they had business there. They didn’t take her
because she asked; never because she wanted it. This was the first
time she had ever been there without an adult.

She slowed down when she reached the stable
door. She took one quick stride into the peaceful dark within and
stopped completely. She had never felt so small before. In front of
her, two horses held their heads over the box edge but she knew
there was more there. Her ears filled with the gentle sound of
horses chewing and her nose filled with the best smell she knew.
Stable. Warm horses. Leather. Together it was an intoxicating
cocktail, a smell she already loved.

“Katherine!” A hard hand closed
around her shoulder, making her wince. She yelped at the pain,
making one of the horses kick out at the wooden wall. The stable
filled with sharp horse cries.

“Why did you run off?” Ms. Bree
leaned down, her eyes bulged and her face red in a way Katherine
had never seen before. “The horses are big and you’re
small.”

Katherine gulped at the words. She
knew that the horses were big but she disagreed that they were
dangerous for her. I am not small. I am
not.

Ms. Bree looked like she wanted to say
something else but eventually, she closed her eyes and took a deep
breath. When she opened her eyes, the fire had gone down and she
looked more like herself again. Katherine’s minder and only
friend.

Katherine’s shoulder ached from Ms. Bree’s
hard grip and her eyes filled with tears. She gulped again and
noticed that she had been holding her breath, waiting for Ms. Bree
to yell at her. Instead, Ms. Bree let go and pulled her into a hug
that smelled just as comforting as the stable.

“You scared me so.”

Katherine leaned back and looked
Ms. Bree in the face. She pursed her lips and stared into her
eyes. Please say yes.

“I just want to ride one. Please,
Ms. Bree.” She clasped her hands together, begging. “Please,
please, please, I want that more than anything.”

Ms. Bree laughed.

“Is that why you ran?” She pinched
Katherine’s nose. “You, silly girl. You’re not wearing the proper
clothes.”

“But I don’t have any proper
clothes.” Katherine crossed her arms over her chest. “My stupid
mother doesn’t give me—”

“Miss Waterhouse.” Ms. Bree put a
finger over her lips. “You will not speak badly about your parents.
You know the rules.”

Katherine nodded. It did hurt somewhere deep
inside her stomach to call her mother stupid.

“What are you doing here?” Her
father came to them from inside the stable. His gait made a
familiar step, step, click made from the cane he had. A constant
reminder that he couldn’t ride himself anymore. Not since the war.
Katherine had heard the story a million times. It made her hate
that cane.

“The little miss wanted to ride
the horses,” Ms. Bree stood up, keeping a hand on Katherine’s
shoulder. The hand was left there to keep Katherine in place, both
mentally and physically. Katherine looked up at her. The grip
wasn’t hard and she easily wormed her way out of it and ran to her
father.

“I want to ride horses.” She stood
up on tip-toe, smiling the most angelic smile she could and clasped
her hands behind her back. “Please, father.”

Her father’s laughter sounded like a bark. It
was so loud that the horse next to them jumped.

“You truly are my daughter, aren't
you?”

It seemed like a positive question that
required a positive answer and Katherine nodded like a good girl.
She used all the self-discipline she had to not jump up and down in
excitement. It was perpetually hard to know how her father would
react and she didn’t want to scare the horses.

“I tried to tell her—” Ms. Bree
started but her father lifted his hand to silence her.

“I’m sure you did your best, Ms.
Bree,” he said. “But trust me, when you’ve been bitten by a love of
horses there is nothing you can do.”

“Did they bite you, father?”
Katherine took his hand, searching it for bite marks.

“No, dear. I just mean that I love
horses just as much as you.” He turned back. “Swanson?” One of the
stable boys came from around the corner.

“Yes, sir?”

“Tack up Samson’s Heartbreak. My
daughter is going for a ride.”

Katherine’s heart started a
strange staccato rhythm. Fear and excitement ran through her body
and it felt as if ants started running down her legs. She couldn’t
believe it was finally happening. Finally.

“Sir, no disrespect,” Ms. Bree
said. “But her clothes. Shouldn’t she wear a riding
habit?”

“She’s just going to walk around
the arena with Swanson leading the horse.” Her father squeezed
Katherine’s hand. “She’ll be fine.” He took Katherine’s hand and
led her down the stable. He was still talking to Ms. Bree, so
Katherine tuned his voice out, focusing on the horses
instead.

“He’s ready,” Swanson called after
just a few minutes. “I just gave him a rudimentary brush
down.”

“That’s fine. Lead him down to the
arena,” her father said. “We’re coming.”

They walked down to the arena,
Katherine still hand in hand with her father. Ms. Bree followed
behind. Katherine watched the horse being led by Swanson in front
of them. Samson’s Heartbreak
her father had called it. It was just a regular
horse. Brown. Katherine couldn’t wait to touch it. To sit on top of
it. To feel that power underneath.

“Tie the stirrups together before
the saddle,” her father said. “She won’t need them anyway.”
Katherine looked as Swanson took the leather stirrups and put them
over the horse’s back, in an X, just in front of the
saddle.

“Hold this.” Her father gave his
cane to Ms. Bree. “Are you ready?”

Katherine couldn’t believe it was finally
happening. Her dad put his hands on her waist and lifted her up in
the air. He placed her on the saddle and told her to hold the
reins.

Katherine could only squeak as a reply. Being
on top of a horse was nothing like she had imagined. It wasn’t like
sitting on a fence. Or a chair. Or a sofa. She was definitely
sitting on a living being. She felt Samson’s muscles underneath and
when he took a few steps forward, Katherine thought she was going
to fall off. The whole situation felt very unsafe, very out of
control. If Samson’s Heartbreak decided to run away with her or to
buck her off there was nothing she could do. She grabbed the edge
of the saddle, her mouth dry, unable to find her balance. How adult
riders managed to canter, gallop and jump, she had no
idea.

Swanson held the horse by the bridle and made
a smacking sound with his lips. They started walking forward. It
went slowly. Almost painfully slow. And still, every step was a
trip from hell. Katherine couldn’t let go of the feeling that any
moment, Samson would start running and she wouldn’t be able to stop
him.

“Are you having fun,
Miss?”

She nodded, unable to get any sound passed her
tight, thin lips. Her fingers turned white as she continued holding
on to the edge of the saddle. Her knees were starting to shake from
the strain of trying to hold herself up. She couldn’t relax. She
could hardly breathe. After a few more strides tears started
flowing down her cheeks. This was not what she had imagined in her
short life at all. This was not how dreams were supposed to come
true.

Was this really it?


Chapter One

 


Twenty years later

 


Katherine laughed out loud at the long strides
of the thoroughbred underneath her. She wasn’t allowed to canter
her father’s prize-winning horses but she didn’t care. She was far
away from the stable where no one could see her. No one had to
know. She gave Tampas more rein and he flew over the field, not
even stopping when they were both heaving and sweating. He wouldn’t
tell anyone. Katherine was sure that Tampas enjoyed their cantering
as much as she did.

A fallen alder tree caught her eye
and she almost steered Tampas towards it. The thought of flying
over it was tantalizing. It would be so easy to just…
No. Katherine swallowed
and instead pulled on the reins. Tampas neighed and threw his head
from side to side, seemingly annoyed with slowing down.

“Calm, calm, little one.”
Katherine squeezed her legs around him. “Some rules I dare to break
but not this one. You know what my father would do if anything
happened to you?” She couldn’t imagine what would happen if it did.
And as much as Katherine enjoyed the thought of jumping, she had never
jumped.

The ground underneath them was changing and
she slowed down even further until Tampas was walking. There were
roots on the ground and she didn’t want to risk him
tripping.

“I don’t think he really believes
I am only walking you.” Tampas lifted his head and blew air through
his nose as a response. “You’re right. I shouldn’t really worry
about it.” She laughed and kicked him into a trot. Surely a trot
wasn’t dangerous over the roots?

As she got closer and closer to
home she felt herself revert back to who she was there. Her smile
disappeared, her brow deepened, her shoulders stiffened. She would
have done anything to stay in the forest with Tampas. She much
preferred that over getting married and moving away like most of
Katherine’s peers had done a few years ago. Katherine had opted to
stay at Waterhouse Acre Stables
and convinced her dad to let her exercise the
horses. He didn’t let her canter, not officially, but he did trust her to
take them out.

She was lucky to have such a
forest close to her home. The underground was mostly soft where she
chose to canter. Someone long ago had made a path with macadam,
perfect for riding on. The path was surrounded by tall oaks and
smaller deciduous trees. This was her
home. She couldn't imagine being happy anywhere else.

She slowed down into a walk before
turning around by the big ash tree that she had loved her entire
life. Suddenly she was back home. Back home to the big brown
stable, the fenced-in yards, the horses. Her parent’s house, the
white picket fence, and her old swing. The servant’s quarters. Her
mother Sandrine was walking towards the main house with bags after
a day of shopping.

She rode up just outside the
stable and dismounted in one swift move. She already missed being
in the saddle. Buggar. She wiped down some dust on the side of her brown jodhpurs
and smoothed the crinkle of her jacket. She plastered a smile on
her face as her father came around the corner.

“Did he behave?”
He didn’t even greet her. Instead he looked at his prize-winning
possession, or would-be prize-winning possession, with
ever-critical eyes. 

“Yes, he did.”
She tried to feel brave when he touched the sweat that shone on
Tampas’s neck. 

“And how about you?”

“Huh?” She
looked from Tampas’s neck to meet his eyes instead.


“Did you behave?”

She stared at him—not
up because she had
matched his height at the age of 18— yet he still towered above
her. She knew that she had broken the rules and he knew it too. The
only question was if he would bring it up. Ban her from riding
again. He hadn’t so far.

He sighed and nodded. “Mr. Bricken
is bankrupt.” Mr. Bricken was her father’s competition, pushing out
more prize winners than they in the past couple of
years.

“So?” She started leading Tampas
towards the stable, waving dismissal at the stable hand coming to
help. She wanted to groom him herself. Her father followed.
“Shouldn’t that make you happy?”

“They’re
auctioning off their horses. Foals, yearlings, mares, all of them.
It’s a great opportunity for us to get some cheaper horses.” He
smiled ruefully. “Can you imagine? Me finding my next champion
among Mr. Bricken’s stable?” 

“That would indeed be glorious.”
She smiled as well, knowing all about Mr. Bricken’s and her
father’s competition. “So why do you look troubled?”

“Our lawyer is
coming here from London today. I can’t cancel with him and I can’t
send Peters alone or with one of our stable boys.” Peters was their
in-stable veterinarian. 

“Let me go.” She
much preferred spending the rest of the day around horses rather
than getting dressed in her ordinary clothes and listening to her
mother and drinking tea. “You trust me, right? I’ll look at gums,
listen to intestines, check coat and eyes.”
And don’t make me take one of the stable
boys, please. Peters was fine.

“Parentage.” Her father sounded
thoughtful. “You know the good names and bloodlines.”

Katherine’s heart skipped a beat.
Was her father actually considering letting her go? She nodded
eagerly.

“Yes. Of course. You won’t be
disappointed.”

He smiled a crooked
smile.

“What will the
others say? That the Waterhouse family has gone mad, sending their
daughter alone to an auction?” 

Katherine rolled her
eyes.

“I won’t be alone, Peters will be
with me. And things aren’t like they were when you were young,
father. It’s 1947, there are loads of women in charge at
auctions.”

Her father didn’t look completely
convinced but he nodded slowly.

“You will change before you go,
right?” he said, casting an eye on her outfit.

Katherine nodded.

“Is there
anything specific you want me to look for?” 

“I want you to
look for yearlings. Not something ruined by Bricken’s training and
not something so young we can’t start training within the year. You
decide, let Peters examine them. If there is nothing wrong with
them, bid on them. But try to be smart.” Katherine kept her mouth
shut at her father’s remark about Bricken’s training. Even though
they didn’t see eye to eye on method, Bricken had continuously
pushed out winners. 

“How much?” She
took Tampas’s bridle off, tied him up and unsaddled him. “And how
many horses do you want?” 

Her father waved at one of the
stable boys to bring the brushes and once they came, he asked the
boy to take care of Tampas. Katherine looked in contempt at the
blonde boy who reached for her
horse. She didn’t have the gall to take out her
frustration on her father, but the help… they were free game. She
had been looking forward to brushing him and having some
post-riding cuddles. She sneered at the boy and felt a rush of joy
when he paled and avoided her gaze.

“Come on now.” Her father put his
arm around Katherine’s waist and led her out of the stable.
Thoughts of the auction filled her head again. She repeated her
question as they walked towards the house, quicker and quicker as
her father pushed her forward.

“Don’t give more than 30 sterling
for a yearling or ten for any interesting foal. I’m mainly
interested in older yearlings. I was at the bank last week and
withdrew 90 pounds. You can have all of it but I would prefer it if
you spent less of course, depending on what’s there.”

They got to the door. The wind
blew through the garden, taking the summer scents from the flowers
and flowing over them. Crickets sang in the bushes.

“There is an Arabic thoroughbred,
not sure how old. It’s a foal from Winter Champion, one of the
champions from last year. If you can get him, I’ll be happy.
Especially since he is a stallion, we can take foals from him
later. Be willing to go to 35 for him.”

Katherine sucked in air through
her teeth. Thirty-five pounds was a lot of money, especially for a
horse that wasn’t even broken yet.

Her father noticed her
puzzlement.

“I know. But to get hold of Winter
Champion’s bloodline, that would be top class.”

“Why not try to
buy Winter Champion himself?” 

“I doubt Mr. Bricken will sell him
off like a common cow. He is probably already sold to somebody
willing to give more money than I.”

Katherine nodded. They went into
the house and she headed upstairs right away to get dressed. She
felt safe on horseback, but she felt equally safe in her
room.

Her parent’s house was a large
stone cottage from the early 1900s. Her room had wallpaper with
small flowers on it which could be seen between the paintings of
horses her parents had given her for various birthdays. She pulled
the band out of her hair and put it on top of her desk.

She unbuttoned her jodhpurs and
folded them carefully before putting them in a box she had just for
horse stuff. She didn’t mind the smell but the maid complained and
her parents had made her get a box to appease the maid. She went to
her bookcase and picked up her copy of A
Horsebuyer’s Guide and skimmed some of the
pages while walking over to her wardrobe.

She read the words
a pretty, shining coat, before throwing it on the bed. She critically looked at her
wardrobe. The basket filled with tan stockings looked menacingly at
her. She hated stockings and preferred trousers. Even though times
were changing, she didn’t own any proper ones currently. She
figured trousers were not proper attire. Eventually she settled on
a grey skirt with a white shirt on top. She grimaced as she pulled
on the stockings, then thought to herself that she was at least
going to an auction and could thank her father by being properly
dressed. She pulled a brush through her black hair and applied some
red lipstick, but refused to touch the thick foundation and the
itchy rouge her mother had given her for her birthday. She glanced
at herself in the mirror and smirked. She did like the way she
looked.

She grabbed the book again, and
her purse, and went downstairs.


Chapter Two

 


Martha and Nora Lakes lay on top
of the bed. Martha’s eyes were closed but Nora’s were open,
watching her. How Nora was going to survive with Martha gone she
didn’t know. Her best friend. Her big sister. Her
protector.

“What did you say the stable was
called?” She closed her eyes again, not wanting Martha to see the
sadness in her eyes. She sighed.

“Waterhouse Acre
Stables.” Martha reached out without looking and patted Nora’s head
as if she was five and not 19. “Why? Planning to call on
me?” 

“Oh yes.” Nora giggled. “Right
away. I won’t let you sleep a single night without me.” They had
always shared a bed and the thought of them being apart now was
strange. “Do you have to go?”

“You know I have to.” Martha lay
on her side and supported her head in the palm of her hand. “I need
a job. And it’s not like London is brimming with opportunities for
an unmarried woman like me.”

“I’m sure there is something.”
Nora bit her lip. “Maybe some rich man can have you as his
secretary and then marry you.”

Martha laughed out loud. “Yeah,
like I would want to marry him. I have to get out of London. You
know I do. You know I haven’t liked it since we came
back.”

Nora did know, and in some way,
she also missed their year as evacuated in the countryside. It had
been easier to breathe out in nature than in the middle of
London.

“And we’ll see each other all the
time. There are more trains every day.”

With what money?
But Nora didn’t say anything. She didn’t want to
whine. Or complain. She knew that Martha would be sending most of
her paycheck back to the family anyway. She wasn’t only doing it
for selfish reasons like loving horses or the British countryside;
she did it for all of them. Nora knew that and still, being alone
worried her. No one else in the family cared. It was only Martha
who didn’t see her as a burden.

“Do you have any
plans for the summer? Maybe you should find yourself that secretary
job and a rich husband.” 

Nora felt her cheeks heat. Not
from embarrassment at the idea of marriage but embarrassment
because it was so clearly a joke. No one would offer her
employment. No one would ever marry her.

“Sure,” she said
mirthlessly and sat up, quickly touching the corner of her eye to
catch the tear before it fell. “So, when does your train
leave?” 

“This afternoon. I promised mother
I’d have lunch with you all first.” Martha stroked her on the back,
acknowledging her sadness without saying a word about it. “I kind
of promised that we would make sandwiches. I bet they’re still at
washhouse.”

At the same moment, a shrill yell
came from downstairs.

“We should go before they kill
each other,” Nora said.

 


*

 


Their downstairs combined kitchen
and living room were encased in chaos. John and Emily had promised
to watch the rest of the brood when they played outside but Emily
was nowhere to be seen. Rose and Robert were arguing. Eunice had
scrubbed his knees and was crying and Anne, the youngest, was
trying to blow on them, assumingly to make the pain go away. John
was standing in the middle of everyone, looking
desperate.

“Where is Emily?” Martha picked up
Eunice and tried to soothe him. Nora came after her, limping as she
walked. “Wasn’t she supposed to help you watch the
rest?”

“She left.” John
looked like he was about to cry. “I tried to watch the others, I
did.” 

“We believe you.” Martha looked at
Nora. “Do you have any idea where Emily might have
gone?”

Nora shook her head. Emily, their
fourteen-year-old sister, had a mind of her own. Nora felt a twinge
of guilt that they had asked her to watch the others while Nora and
Martha spent some time alone. They should have known what was going
to happen.

Martha picked up Eunice while Nora
attacked Rose and Robert. She couldn’t wait until school started
again and the children would go back to school. When Martha left,
she would be all alone. She and all the children. With an
occasional visit from Mary or Thomas who were still living in
London with their own families. Edward, the brother between Martha
and Nora, had died in the war.

Nora sat down, pulling Anne onto
her lap, only half listening to what Rose was saying; she was
watching Martha. Her best friend. Her sister. The only one who
valued her. Martha was now carrying Eunice on her hip, reassuring
John and somehow managing to stir in a big pot at the same time.
She didn’t even look when she told Robert to start cutting an onion
and he listened. When she left, Nora knew she had to pick up the
slack as the oldest child living at home.

“Go help,” she told Rose. “Help
Robert at the cutting board.” Rose shook her head, stubborn in a
way only a twelve-year-old can be. “But Robert is helping. It’s
unfair if you don’t.”

“So why aren’t
you helping?” 

“Don’t talk to
Nora that way.” Martha swatted her hand at Rose but her voice
remained calm. “She is doing what she’s supposed to. Overseeing you
sorry lot.” 

Nora felt her cheeks heat,
embarrassed even in front of her younger siblings. She grabbed some
plates and huddled around the table to put them in place. Their
door slammed but she hardly looked up when their father walked into
the room, greeting everyone.

She sat down at the table, the
people talking around her. She ate quickly, hoping to slip from the
table and go upstairs again.

 


*

 


The crickets were chirping as
Martha and Nora walked to the station, Martha’s bag between them.
Nora pulled at the grass on the side of the road as she walked by.
Her left foot was hurting but she tried to ignore it. She wanted
this time alone with Martha.

“I’ll come back for you, okay?”
Martha touched her hand to Nora’s. “If it’s possible for me to keep
you there. I’ll come.”

“Maybe I could
work.” 

Martha smiled at her, a soft,
gentle smile that Nora hated. The only thing about Martha she
hated. She knew what it meant. No, you
can’t. You are injured. Accept that you’re useless.
She knew that Martha loved her. It didn’t
help.

 


*

 


They had said goodbye quickly and
Nora had hurried home, sneaking into the hallway and up the stairs.
The rest of the family had been in the sitting room but no one had
reacted to the sound of her footsteps or the closing of her bedroom
door. She fell down on the bed, laid on her back, and crossed her
arms. She pursed her lips. She wondered what Martha was doing
now. She is probably still on the
train. She tried to imagine what it looked
like; the seat, the interior walls of the train, how it would feel
to have the engine under your feet. No images came to
her.


Chapter Three

 


Katherine’s father had taught her
to drive a couple of years back and having her own car was freedom.
Peters, the veterinarian, was going to meet her there, so she
waited for no one.

She relaxed behind the wheel,
keeping the window open, enjoying the air flowing through the
entire car, and pulling at her hair. This
is lovely, she thought, as she broke
before train rails. A train passed by. Quickly.

I want to go by train
sometime. It seemed to go much faster than
a car. Or a horse. As she drove again she wondered if there was any
way she could convince someone to let her try driving a train. She
just wanted to go fast.

She parked by the stable and got
out.

“Miss
Waterhouse!” Peters came up to her, all smiles and sparkling eyes.
He leaned forward to kiss her cheek but she held out her hand for a
shake instead. It was no secret that Peters was fond of Katherine,
a sentiment she didn’t share. She didn’t mind it though. He wasn’t
too forward or bothersome and she enjoyed the attention. It told
her that she had options. 

“Peters.” She nodded politely.
“Have you checked out the horses?”

“There are three yearlings which I
suggest we bid on. Some of the foals are in bad shape.” He shook
his head. “That’s what happens when you invest all your money in a
war that eventually ends.”

Katherine nodded. A lot of people
were struggling since the war had ended. Even Katherine’s parents
had sounded worried behind closed doors. But they were still okay,
family money had them covered. Katherine alone was the beneficiary
of at least one will.

“Show me.”

Peters led her to the pens. The
horses were divided into different pens according to age. It was
clear that whoever was in charge didn’t really care anymore.
Stallions were pushed together, their rears branded fresh and old
bite marks. The yearlings looked worried and restless, neighing at
her when she came near. The worst thing was the pen with the foals;
they huddled together in one of the corners, every single one with
a scared and lost look in their eyes.

Katherine swallowed. She wasn’t
one to cry, even out of the public, but what she was seeing was
making her insides ache. She wanted to buy all of them. Give all of
them a home. In the end, all she had was 90 pounds and a hurting
heart.

“Let’s try to
get four yearlings and one foal.” Peters was standing behind her,
waiting for her directive. He didn’t protest her plan. She had to
get a foal. She had to save at least one of them. She didn’t care
what her father would say when they came home. 

The auction was about to start.
Katherine turned around to walk to the show arena when a small roan
caught her eye in the pen with the mares. She was smaller than the
others and she had bite marks on her legs, but her eyes were clear
as she looked straight at Katherine.

“And her.” She pointed. “Whatever
money we have left we will use to bid on her.”

“On her?” Peters flipped through
the prospect they had received on arriving. “Nightingale Prancer.
Four years old. Not broken. Are you sure?”

“I will break
her myself.” Katherine went up to the fence and made a smacking
noise with her lips. “Come here, girl.” 

The roan took a few tentative
steps towards her when another mare, a big brown thing, pushed her
way to Katherine’s hand, looking for treats. Katherine removed her
hand, disgusted.

“Greedy
thing.” 

“We will see
what’s left after we have bought the others. Come on.” Peters put a
hand on her back and ushered her to find seats in the arena.


Katherine had
lost her interest. It was a meat market. Soul-selling and
foul-smelling. 

They went to sit down and waited
for the bidding to start. In spite of the number of people there,
the actual bidding wasn’t exciting at all. Katherine and Peters got
all the horses Katherine had set her heart on, including the roan.
Altogether she spent 86 pounds.

Peters went to collect the
yearlings and paid a young boy to get the foal. Katherine went to
get Nightingale Prancer. The roan was now alone in the enclosure,
standing in the southern corner, her head hanging.

Pitiful creature,
Katherine thought. Nightingale Prancer really
didn’t seem like much. When Katherine put the hand on the gate a
man standing to her right snickered.

“You spent money on
that?”

She didn’t reply. Instead, she
closed the gate behind her. The roan hadn’t looked up.

Please don’t be dying or
something. Buying a sick horse would have
been a shame Katherine would not have managed to live down. She
hoped that Nightingale Prancer just had worms and perhaps was
slightly undernourished but otherwise fine.

She clicked her tongue and made a
cooing noise.

“Hello, Nightingale.” She stopped
a few feet away and kept still. “I’m here to take you
home.”

At the sound of her voice,
Nightingale Prancer looked up with wide eyes. She threw her head up
and down and took a step to the side, turning her rear slightly
towards Katherine.

“There,
there.” Don’t kick me,
please. In spite of better judgment,
Katherine raised her hand and took another step towards Nightingale
Prancer. The roan was trembling now and the sight made Katherine’s
insides ache. “Who hurt you?” It didn’t matter that Nightingale
Prancer was shaking or scared, a small crowd was gathering on the
other side of the fence, and Katherine was sure at least some of
them knew whose daughter she was. She couldn’t embarrass her father
like this.

“I apologize.”
She leaped forward and grabbed hold of Nightingale Prancer’s
halter. The mare neighed and threw her head up but didn’t make any
other move to get away. It hurt Katherine to scare a horse like
this, but she didn’t have time to do things at Nightingale
Prancer’s pace. Katherine attached a lead to the halter and turned
away from her, hoping that the roan would follow her.


She had to pull at the lead a bit
but Nightingale Prancer followed her out of the enclosure.
Katherine had thought that she would give them problems when
loading into the transport but the roan walked right in, next to
the foal and the other yearlings. Her head was down and she looked
defeated. When Katherine tied her up on the stick, the roan closed
her eyes and looked to be asleep.

Katherine swallowed back tears, a
strange sensation. I’m going to take care
of you, she thought, resisting the urge to
pat Nightingale Prancer between the ears. She wasn’t sure it would
be received as comfort and she didn’t want to scare the horse any
more than necessary. She gave a pat to the foal who pressed himself
at one of the yearlings only to be nipped at. Katherine was on the
verge of suggesting she would take the foal in the backseat of her
father’s car.

“Soon we’ll be
home,” she told all the horses instead, hoping that the trip
wouldn’t be too bumpy. At least
Peters is the one driving, she thought to
herself, since he wasn’t known for driving recklessly. In fact,
Katherine was expecting to arrive at least fifteen minutes before
him.

Peters closed the hatch behind the
horses and Katherine went to pay. She ignored the gaggle of men
still watching her. Probably thinking I
made strange choices because I’m female. She sneered, not at them, not at anyone, perhaps at herself,
and sat down in the car. She started it and left, not looking back.
She couldn’t wait to be back at Waterhouse Acre Stables and unload
the horses. She knew her father. He wouldn’t approve of Nightingale
Prancer and she hoped to find a place in the stable for her before
Peters and the horses arrived.


Chapter Four

 


The train was unbearably hot in
the summer. The air stood still and a single fly buzzed by the
window, hitting it occasionally. Martha stood up and let it out,
gaining an ugly look from the elderly woman sitting opposite of
her.

“What?” she
asked, even though she knew it was rude. 

“You’re letting all the cool air
out.” The woman pursed her lips.

Martha laughed,
what cool air? But she
didn’t reply. Instead, she sat back down in her seat. The woman had
probably had a point though when she thought that it might be even
warmer now than it had been before. She closed her eyes and thought
about the place she was going. She wondered if there would be an
opportunity to be near the actual horses and not just muck dung.
Maybe brush them or help with tacking or… anything.

Martha only noticed that she had
fallen asleep when the train whistle blew and the locomotive came
to a halt.

“Last stop,
ladies and gentlemen.” The conductor walked between the seats. He
stopped next to Martha’s seat and peeked at her over his
glasses. 

“Last… stop?”
Martha straightened her back. She thought frantically and repeated
the stops in her head. Market
Harbourough, Leicester, East Midlands Parkway, Nottingham,
Sheffield, Darnall, Woodhouse, Shireoaks… She was supposed to get off in Shireoaks. And here she was,
in Worksop, a little town in the middle of nowhere.

She grabbed her bag and got off
the train with the others. Worksop had a very small train station
with just a small bridge between the two platforms. It was nothing
compared to King Cross that Martha had left a few hours before. If
she looked at the tracks both ways, all there was, was
greenery.

She went into the station and
found a little hole in the wall where a young girl sat, chewing gum
and looking into a small book.

“Hello,” Martha braised herself
for some arguing. She only had two quid in her pocket and she
doubted that was enough for another ticket, but maybe if she made
up some reason, maybe…

“Hello.” The girl couldn’t be more
than 14, and how she had gotten this summer job, Martha didn’t
know. “What do you want?”

Rude.

“There was a
problem with the train and I missed my stop. I need to go to
Shireoaks. To get to my new place of employment, Waterhouse Acre
Stables.” She didn’t know if saying the name of the stable would
help. 

“There are no
more trains today,” the girl said, still not looking up from her
book. “I’m closing up in five minutes. Do you want to buy a ticket
for tomorrow’s train at seven? There is a hotel down the
road.” 

“I can’t afford
a bloody hotel.” Martha pushed away from the wall and placed her
arms on her chest. 

“How about a map then?”

“What?” Martha turned toward the
girl again.

“We’re selling maps for 20 pence.
Maybe your stable is on there. You could walk I
suppose.”

Martha placed her hands on the
ledge and leaned forward.

“Can I look at it before I buy
it?”

The girl smirked.

“Of course not.
What do you take me for?” She held out her hand, the cruel smile
never disappearing from her face. “That will be 20 p.”


“You could have
said please.” Martha gritted her teeth but she was desperate and
probably late already. She dug into her pocket, found the coins,
and placed them in the girl’s hand. 

“Thank you,
ma’am.” And with that, the girl pulled down the hatch and a click
told Martha that it was locked. 

Martha scoffed but quickly opened
the map. It was a map of Nottinghamshire, with Nottingham most
clearly marked. From Nottinghamshire, Martha located Mansfield and
Worksop. Not far away from Worksop, she could see Shireoaks
written in small letters. She couldn’t believe
her luck when she saw what it said in cursive, almost closer to
Worksop than Shireoaks, Waterhouse Acre
Stables. She assessed the distance from
Worksop. She had no idea how long it would take her. She hadn’t
been taught to read maps, except for the most rudimentary skill. In
London only tourists used maps. Like her pa always said,
all Londoners are born with the London map drawn
on their heart.

Martha knew they were expecting
her at Waterhouse Acre Stables. She needed to start moving if she
would have any chance of reaching the stable before
dark.
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