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A Brief Note Regarding Horse Racing In Regency England 

[image: image]


KNOWN IN ENGLAND AS the Sport of Kings, all modern day horse races with the exception of The Grand National first run in 1839, were hosted during the Regency, including the Royal Ascot, instituted by Queen Anne at her Ascot Park. During the 1700s and 1800s so many important horse races were held in England that to avoid conflicts between races, an official Racing Calendar was compiled and distributed in 1727.  Horse racing was such a popular sport in all classes of society that it actually contributed to the proliferation of provincial newspapers. First-hand reports of races, names of winning horses, owners and jockeys were the top news stories of the day. Racing and wagering on races was far and away the national pastime for most all men from royals to MPs, local squires, and eager young lads who dreamt of one day sitting astride a race horse.

The famed English journalist Pierce Egan wrote about horses races and racing insiders, whom he dubbed ‘The Fancy’. Wealthy gentlemen had portraits of their winning racehorses painted by the well-known animal artist George Stubbs. Most townships had a local artist who specialized in capturing a horse’s image and the artisan was kept so busy with commissions that he could scarcely keep up. 

All thoroughbred racehorses were descendants of three Arabian stallions of the early 18th C., Godolphin Barb, the Byerley Turk and the Darley Arabian Manak. When the English bred their smaller, but swifter pacers, with the large Arabian stallions, a strong thoroughbred horse that could gallop, was born. The most famous racehorses of the Regency period were Careless, Atlas and Vandyke.

In 1750, the Jockey Club was formed at Newmarket, some 50 miles northeast of London on Suffolk’s western border. Racing at Newmarket dates back to James I, who built a hunting lodge there. Newmarket’s permanent grandstands (called Epsom Stands) separated upper class swells from the rowdier and far less orderly racing enthusiasts. In 1667, the first formal horse race took place at Newmarket, and was presided over by King Charles II who awarded cups or bowls worth 100 guineas to the winners. The 1000 and 2000 Guinea Classic races are still held today at Newmarket and enjoyed as much now as they were then. My story is a fictional account of a Derby at Marley Chase in 1822. ~ Marilyn Clay
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The Primary Players
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JULIETTE ABBOTT – (19) a London resident who agrees to assist the wealthy Lady Marley (Augusta) select works for her new picture gallery. 

Lord Marley (Nigel) – Industriously building stables, racing tracks and a tiered grandstand for a prestigious Derby he is hosting at Marley Chase.

Matilda Tompkins – (Tilda) Miss Abbott’s companion & lady’s maid.

Miss Priscilla North – (18) Orphaned daughter of friends of the Marley’s. When the girl’s parents passed away, Lady Marley took her under wing. 

Clare, Sara and Jenny – teen-aged nieces of Lord Marley, visiting Marley Chase with their father to witness the horse races. 

Mr. Sheridan – Miss Abbott’s gentleman friend, employed by England’s Home Office. Mr. Sheridan resides in London, not far from Marley Chase.

Ambassador, Lord Perth – A distinguished diplomat who Mr. Sheridan has been dispatched by the Crown to protect from a ruthless assassin.

Trent, Lord Parkington – Lady Marley’s brother who recently inherited their late father’s title. He and his wife Lydia both reside at Marley Chase.

Robert Bell – illegitimate son of Lord Marley and one of his mistresses.

Ned Ruston – formerly of Medley Park, banished from the estate by his father following the disclosure of the young man’s evil deeds. (Oh, my!)
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CHAPTER 1

Not What She Expected
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MID-JUNE, 1822

“You come very highly recommended, Miss Abbott!” declared Lady Marley moments after I was shown into her private suite at Marley Chase, the grand estate located not a great distance from London. An attractive woman of some forty years, the elegant Lady Marley was possessed of lovely auburn hair and brown eyes. In her youth I expect she had been considered a great beauty for she was still quite handsome. 

“Mr. Phelps,” her ladyship went on, “was most effusive in extolling your qualifications to evaluate fine art. I confess I am, indeed, at a loss setting up my new picture gallery. At the outset, I believed I had sufficient time in which to see my project through, but now that my husband has moved back the date for his Derby by a fortnight, so as not to interfere with . . . oh, I forget what.” She huffed. “At any rate, my houseguests have already begun to arrive. I am in desperate need of your assistance, Miss Abbott. To begin at once would not be soon enough.” 

Trying not to gaze about at my surroundings like a green girl who’d never beheld such grandness before, I replied, “I am in hopes that tomorrow will suit, ma’am.” 

I had visited many sumptuous homes in my travels, but this one quite took my breath away. That the stone-faced butler who’d answered my rap at the door had bypassed the gold-appointed withdrawing room on the ground floor and instead led me up a wide spiraling staircase and deeper into the bowels of the immense home, had only heightened the anxiety that had begun to rise within me as Mr. Gant, my man-of-all-work, had turned off the toll-road to head up the shady tree-lined lane towards the imposing multi-storied building that sat at the top of the drive.

Despite the anxious thoughts tumbling through my mind, I managed to say, “I am most honoured to have been chosen to assist you in assembling the works for your new picture gallery, ma’am. I quite look forward to the challenge.”

Her ladyship sighed. “I truly believed I could manage the task on my own, but with all that is presently disrupting my days . . . and evenings, I find I simply cannot. I require someone with your keen eye to not only choose which paintings and artifacts to exhibit, but to see that the works are presented in a pleasing manner.” 

Lady Marley and I had not yet taken a seat in the spacious chamber, so I was again surprised when she indicated that I take a seat beside her on the blue velvet settee in the center of her private sitting room, or perhaps this was her morning room. At any rate, the walls here were covered in rich blue silk; the Turkish carpet an intricate pattern of swirls against a blue and gold background. Blue velvet draperies set off the floor-to-ceiling windows whilst a pair of crystal chandeliers hung low overhead. Sunlight streaming through the long windows caused specks of coloured light to dance about.

“Briggs.” Without glancing toward the butler, who still hovered a step or two inside the doorway, her ladyship said, “Do have a fresh pot of tea brought up and instruct Cook to also send up a platter of those lovely little petit fours that arrived from Paris this morning.”

Also not glancing toward the aged retainer, I assumed he nodded before exiting the chamber to carry out his employer’s instructions. Upon hearing the click of the door latch, Lady Marley whose gaze I now felt resting upon my person, again spoke.

“Do forgive me for staring, Miss Abbott.” She shook her dark head. “I simply cannot dislodge the feeling that you and I have met before. Might you have attended the Northwood’s gala last week, or perhaps Lady Jersey’s breakfast the previous Sunday?”

Taken aback that she would think me a London socialite, I hastened to say, “No, ma’am, I-I was unable to attend either function.” 

“Ah. My protégé, Miss Priscilla North, only just made her come-out this Season. Consequently, Prissy has kept me running from one ball to another for weeks now. She declares that to miss a single function will put her at a distinct disadvantage.” She smiled indulgently. 

Upon recalling a tonnish event where the titled lady and her protégée might have spotted me, I said, “Perhaps you have seen me on a Wednesday evening at Almack’s, or at the Holland ball some weeks back.”

“Ah, yes; yes, of course.”  She nodded assent. “You are a very pretty girl, Miss Abbott. I wonder that you have not been snatched up by some young buck in search of a bride.” Again she smiled. “Forgive me, I do not mean to pry. It’s just that this Season appears to be rife with young noblemen casting about for a wife.” Smoothing the folds of her gray silk gown, she switched topics. “Your employer Mr. Phelps assured me that of all his associates, you were the perfect choice to help me assemble the paintings for my new picture gallery.” After a pause, she said, “I expect Prissy could help, but these days, she seems . . . a trifle distracted.”

Relaxing a mite, I exhaled the breath I was not aware I’d been holding. “I am, indeed, grateful for the trust that both you and Mr. Phelps have placed in me, ma’am. I am quite looking forward to the challenge,” I said again. Because I could not help myself, I risked a quick gaze about this lovely chamber and noted that the silk-covered walls here were quite liberally decorated with fine artworks. “You appear to have a vast array of noteworthy paintings in this chambe. . .”

“Oh, no, my dear!” She quickly cut me off. “We shall not be removing any of the treasures from this room. Every painting here was chosen especially for me by my late father. Throughout his life, my father was an avid art collector. My husband and I, of course, acquired additional works during our travels, from Italy, France, Austria, even Russia and the Netherlands. However, of late, we have . . . curtailed our journeys abroad. At any rate, a good many chambers within Marley Chase are bursting with masterpieces, some of which have not been seen by a single Englishman, or woman.” She half-laughed. “To assemble an assortment of treasures in my own private art gallery has long been a dream of mine. The chamber I have chosen to display my treasures currently has no function, so my plan is to fill it with lovely works of art.”

“A pleasant endeavour, to be sure, ma’am.” I relaxed a tad bit more as I listened to her ladyship expound upon the multitude of fine works she and her husband had collected, which included paintings by the famed artist Joshua Reynolds and even the late Mr. Gainsborough. 

When Mr. Phelps of The New Bond Street Auction House, a gentleman with whom I have had the pleasure of assisting with a number of similar undertakings, summoned me to his establishment to discuss this particular assignment, he indicated that Lord and Lady Marley’s collection did, indeed, include important works by prominent Continental masters and many lesser-known, although talented and upcoming, English artists. 

Becoming more and more intrigued by all that Lady Marley was saying, neither she nor I noticed when a pair of uniformed maids and a footman silently slipped into the room bearing the pot of steaming hot tea and platter of French delicacies that her ladyship had ordered up. After we had both been served and the servants had noiselessly exited the chamber, we each took sips of tea and bit into a dainty petit four, whereupon she set down her cup and resumed speaking. 

“I understand that you possess a lovely town home in Mayfair, Miss Abbott, is that truly the case?”

“Indeed, ma’am, I do reside in Mayfair,” I said, unable to conceal the hint of pride in my tone that always rose when I mentioned that my home was situated in one of London’s most desirable neighborhoods. “My home is in Brook Street.” Then, lest she were about to reprimand me for being an unmarried woman living alone, I rushed to say, “I’ve a trusted companion and lady’s maid, Miss Matilda Tompkins, who resides with me, and of course, I employ several house servants.”

“Ah, yes; of course. But, do bear in mind, my dear, that whilst you are engaged with my gallery project, you are welcome to take up residence here at Marley Chase. My younger brother Trent and his wife Lydia have recently arrived and will be here for a lengthy spell.” Lowering her tone, she confided, “Lydia is increasing, and Trent is assisting my husband with his plans for the Derby. Upon our father’s death, Trent inherited his title and now adores being addressed as Lord Tarkington.” When speaking of her brother, her smile turned especially indulgent. 

“Miss North resides here, as well,” she added. “When the poor girl’s parents were both killed in a tragic accident, I insisted on looking after Priscilla and she has been with us . . . going on five years now. I confess, as the years pass, Prissy seems more and more like a daughter to me than the child of a dear friend. But, that has nothing to say to anything. At any rate, I think you will find that as we delve deeper into our work, it will be far more convenient for you to remain here for several days at a stretch than to travel back and forth to London each and every day.” 

She reached for a tiny frosted cake and with a question in her eyes, asked if I would like another. When I declined, she went on. “I expect our work might very well prove exhausting before the gallery is complete. If you would prefer to stay here, Miss Abbott, just say the word and I shall have a suite of rooms prepared for you and your companion Miss Tompkins and your lady’s maid and footman, if you wish to bring them along. Several of my guests have already arrived in anticipation of the races, and I am expecting a good many more before the Derby commences.” She sighed. “I believe the trial races, which, I understand, are held to gauge a horse’s speed and, my husband says, to familiarize the animals and riders with the track, are already underway. I confess I know little to nothing of horse racing, and truth be known, I do not care to know a whit more,” she concluded on a haughty sniff.

“Thank you for your kind offer, ma’am; I-I will consider it.” Setting aside my teacup, I brought the napkin in my lap to my lips. Truth is, I had accepted this assignment on condition that I would not be required to remove to another location. Being away from my lovely home so very often of late had proven quite exhausting, to say nothing of . . . well, suffice to say that not all of my sojourns have been pleasant, what with the deadly mishaps and . . . such like. Truth is, the abundance of mysterious happenings had become more than a trifle . . . disconcerting.

“I assume your companion to be . . .” She again took up the topic of my living arrangements, “an older more . . . experienced woman?” She looked another question at me. “A unmarried friend or relation, perhaps?”

A nervous smile wavered over my face. “Miss . . . Tompkins is not . . . older than I, ma’am, but is rather nearer in age to . . .”

At that instant, the door to the sitting room flew open and a trio of young girls trouped in, laughing and chattering with one another. 

“We just come from the stables, Aunt Gusta!” exclaimed the taller of the three, though she was not too terribly tall, perhaps close in height to me, scarcely five feet three inches. The girl had dark-hair and looked to be perhaps . . . Tilda’s age, five, or six and ten. “Lotsa’ o’ the race horses and grooms has already got here for the Derby!” She added excitedly. “They’s all beautiful! And I ain’t jes’ talking ‘bout the horses!” The plain-spoken girl laughed at her own rather . . . crude remark.

“Girls!” As the two younger girls burst into laughter, Lady Marley’s tone rose in order to be heard above their merry giggles. “As you can see, I am entertaining a guest. This is Miss Juliette Abbott of The New Bond Street Auction House in London. She and I are in the midst of making plans for my new picture gallery.”

All three girls dutifully bobbed somewhat unsteady curtsies, which elicited an additional round of titters, and caused Lady Marley’s lips to purse. “Once my gallery is set up, I‘ve no doubt that you girls will benefit from . . .” Clearing her throat, she began afresh, “My art gallery will provide a lovely opportunity for you girls to learn a good deal about . . .” again, she paused. “You and my guests will enjoy viewing my treasures whilst the gentlemen cheer and shout at the horses outdoors. Do take a seat now, girls, and refrain from your loud laugher. Such raucous noise in Polite Company is most unseemly.” 

The girls fell silent as they each plopped onto chairs positioned near the sofa where her ladyship and I sat, our backs ramrod straight, our heads held erect as we expertly balanced plates and teacups on our knees. 

Inhaling another longsuffering breath, Lady Marley attempted to compose herself. “These young ladies are my nieces, Miss Abbott. At least the eldest, Clare, is a true niece. The two younger, girls,” she indicated each with a delicate hand, “are Jenny and Sarah, cousins of a . . . cousin of Clare’s late mother, or . . . something along that order.” 

I judged the two younger girls to be perhaps twelve and thirteen. After each had managed to mumble my name, I replied, “How lovely to meet you ladies. I am sure you are having a wonderful time here at Marley Chase with your aunt and uncle.” 

Lady Marley was still struggling to compose herself. “Clare, you may pour tea for yourself and your cousins, and when you girls are finished with your tea, you may all return to your suite.”

“But I don’t wonts to go up to our room, Aunt Gusta!” Clare pulled a face. “I wonts to go back out to the stables where things is . . . !”

“Clare!” 

Silenced, the older girl ceased speaking and began to pour out three cups of tea, whereupon Lady Marley again turned to me. “Clare, being the daughter of my husband’s late sister, is a true relation, although by virtue of marriage alone,” she specified. “The two younger girls, Jenny and Sarah are . . . well, I-I confess I become a trifle confused when familial relationships extend so far beyond the . . . straightforward.”

It appeared to me that her ladyship wished to be doubly certain that I did not think she was related to the two younger girls. Judging from their untidy appearance and less than . . . refined manners, I confess I would have never thought otherwise. Sarah, the youngest, had a head full of unruly blonde curls that appeared not to have seen a hairbrush for several days running, although the child did possess lovely blue eyes. Her sister Jenny had the plain brown colouring of a dormouse, which also aptly described the eldest of the three, Clare. 

Said Sarah, “Uncle Marley said Clare and her pa could come to the Derby and her pa said we could come, too. I ain’t never seen a real horse race a’fore. Jenny ain’t never seen one neither, has ya’ Jenny?”

“I seen the parson’s boy racing down the middle of the High street once! You ‘member that, don’t ye’, Clare?  But, none of us has ever seen a real horse race with riders wearin’ little caps and coloured suits!”

I had never witnessed a real horse race before either, but more alarming to me at present was the atrocious English I was hearing from these young ladies. All three lacked the most rudimentary knowledge of grammar and were shamefully in want of polish.

Exhaling a sigh, Lady Marley said, “The girls arrived a full sen’night ago. Unfortunately, as each day passes, I uncover . . . well, suffice to say I am keenly aware that some sort of tutor is in order.” Pinching the bridge of her nose, she attempted to ease the pangs to her head that the girls’ deplorable lack of refinement was causing her. “I fervently hope the girls’ mothers are not expecting that I will one day bring these three out. I may have brought out Priscilla, but to sponsor . . .”

“I am already out, Aunt Gusta!” Clare interrupted, reaching to refill her teacup, and that of the others. “Now, don’t spill it, Jenny! I’ll wager that’s a silk chair you’s a-sittin’ on!”

I heard Lady Marley’s squeak of alarm.

“I ain’t gunna’ spill it! I wonts more of them little cakes, too!”

“Me, too!” echoed Sarah. 

I noted her ladyship’s brown eyes squeeze shut even as Clare turned to boldly address me. “I wager you’s already out too, ain’t ye, Miss Abbott? When my mother was alive, she took me to a public ‘sembly in Dilling’am once. Master of ceremonies on the stage, he introduced me to ever one there. Him a-doin’ that means I’m out, don’t it? I was officially presented to Dilling’am society.”

“No!” Lady Marley barked. “That is not what being out means, Clare. But, in your case, I daresay, it may . . . very well . . . serve.”

Due to her ladyship’s patience growing thin, I chose not to reply to Clare’s query regarding whether or not I, or she, were out. Seconds after the girls had polished off the entire platter of costly French cakes, Lady Marley dismissed Clare and her cousins, and when the girls finally vanished from sight, although their raised voices were still evident from the corridor, she returned her somewhat frazzled attention to me. 

“I confess I do not know what to do about them, Miss Abbott. As I said, Lydia, my brother’s wife is . . . increasing so she will be of no help in that quarter. And, of course, my husband cannot be bothered. And I refuse to thrust them upon Priscilla.” Her head shook. “I assure you I am not a nip-cheese, Miss Abbott, but the unvarnished truth is, I refuse to bring those ill-bred girls out! In all conscience, I simply cannot. To do so would be tantamount to perpetrating an outrageous hoax on Polite Society. I have my reputation to uphold, and I will not besmirch it by foisting those illiterate girls upon the World. I simply cannot!” She cast an imploring look at me. “You understand my position, do you not, Miss Abbott?”

“Indeed, I do, ma’am,” I replied, then fell silent and waited as the overwrought Lady Marley again attempted to calm herself and return her full attention to the subject we’d been discussing before being interrupted. 

In the next quarter hour, I learned a good deal more about her aristocratic upbringing and her current circumstances. Firstly, that her husband, by virtue of having been discovered to be the last surviving male in the Marley line, had only just inherited his title. Although Lady Marley did not divulge her husband’s rank, she did say that it was her father, the late Lord Tarkington, who had initially owned the grand estate and hosted many Derby’s here; that in his declining years he had actually begun the restoration of the rambling manor home and the vast warren of stables. Now that the late Lord Tarkington had gone aloft, her husband, the present Lord Marley, had taken over the task of refurbishing the house, and had re-dubbed the estate and Derby to reflect his ownership. Lady Marley again firmly professed to not care a fig about horses or racing, and was quite content to pursue her own interests in fine art and classical music.

“Priscilla shares my cultured interests,” she went on. “Horse racing is my husband’s passion . . . that and . . . gambling. Because my brother and I grew up here, Trent is as equally enthralled with horses as is my husband. Our own dear son also quite enjoyed the thrill of a horse race. Unfortunately, he is . . . no longer with us.” Thrusting up her chin, she bravely continued. “For a time, I harboured the hope that Bankston and Priscilla . . . but that dream was dashed with my dear son’s death.” She paused before resuming her tale. “I daresay, over the years, Miss Abbott, I have learned that to live in harmony with a man, one must not interfere with his interests, but always allow him the freedom to pursue his pastimes without criticism or censure.” She smiled unevenly. “I have no interest whatever in gaming, or gambling,” she said with another disdainful sniff. 

As my hostess continued to reveal more rather intimate facts of her private life, I merely nodded politely or murmured a word here and there to indicate that I agreed with whatever notion she was forwarding.

“Truth is,” she conceded, “I am far more pleased to see my husband renew his interest in racing that have him absent for days and nights whilst seated before a green baize table in one of London infamous gentlemen’s clubs. However, I am a trifle reluctant to approve his most recent project, that of a multi-tiered grandstand alongside the racetrack. I confess I fail to see the necessity of such a costly monstrosity when, as a race proceeds the men all spring to their feet to shout and cheer. I fail to see why they cannot simply peer over a fence to wave their arms about?” 

A huff escaped her. “I suppose I should be pleased that all this activity does keep my husband home.” She looked down. “I am aware that men are often unable to curtail their penchant to . . .” she sniffed with disgust, “stray.” Sucking in an uneven breath, she went on. “I confess I would be equally as enamored with my own project if it were not for . . . Oh! I do not understand why those ill-bred girls had to be foisted upon me now! Having them about is draining all the joy that my project had instilled within me. I confess I am having the devil of a time keeping them occupied. I do not wish them to be seen, or heard, by my houseguests. Several guests arrived today. I expect a good many more on the morrow.”

“Perhaps you could enroll the girls in a finishing school, ma’am,” I suggested. “Such establishments can be found in every village of a size throughout England.” I recalled my new friend Mary Leigh Martindale had spent time teaching in just such a school, although she was no longer a teacher. I’d recently had a lovely note from her saying that she and Sir James were now happily wed and expecting a new addition to the family, which was quite lovely news, indeed. “There are dozens of fine academies on the continent, as well,” I added, should she wish to dispatch her husband’s nieces even further afield. 

At my suggestion, Lady Marley’s head shot up. “Why, what a marvelous idea, Miss Abbott! I wonder that I did not think of it myself!”

“I would be happy to compile a list of likely establishments for you, if you like, ma’am.”

“Oh! Please, do!” Springing to her feet, she said brightly, “I can see that you will be an invaluable aid to me, my dear! I simply insist that you and your companion, Miss Tompkins, take up residence here at Marley Chase! Whilst you and I are occupied, perhaps Miss Tompkins could tutor the girls until I am able to send them . . . away,” she faltered, “or . . . that is, until a proper school can be found to . . . take them.”

“I-I do not know what to say,” I floundered, having been quite set against passing the upcoming fortnight away from my own home.

“Why, it is the perfect solution! I shall have a suite ready for you and Miss Tompkins when you return to Marley Chase on the morrow.”

Swallowing the protest that very nearly flew from my lips, I instead said, “V-Very well, ma’am. Thank you, indeed.”

She walked alongside me to the door and instructed the uniformed footman stationed just outside it to escort me below stairs.

“Until tomorrow, then, Miss Abbott!”

“T-thank you, ma’am,” I murmured before departing. 

Oh, dear. Lady Marley might possess a high opinion of me now, but I doubt she would cling to the notion once she’d met, and spoken with, my trusted companion, Miss Matilda Tompkins. Clearly, Tilda’s education was every bit as lacking as that of her ladyship’s ill-bred nieces. 
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CHAPTER 2

Tilda Is Displeased
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“BUT, YOU SAID, WE WASN’T goin’ no-wheres this time!” Tilda cried after I relayed to her Lady Marley’s insistence that we remove to Marley Chase.

“To remain on the premises truly is for the best, Tilda,” I replied. 

We, along with my black and white kitten Little Georgie were in my sitting room above stairs in my lovely home in Mayfair; Georgie swatting at the end of the ribbon dangling from the empire waist of the cast off gown of mine that Tilda wore. 

Before returning home that afternoon, the day had turned off damp and chilly and we had elected to take our supper above stairs in my suite where it was a good deal warmer. We were now awaiting my housekeeper, Mrs. Gant, and Letty, my new housemaid, to bring up our supper tray. 

In the hope of helping Tilda more fully understand the reasons behind my reversal on the subject of our living arrangements, I said, “It took a good hour to reach Marley Chase this morning, Tilda, and given that it had begun to rain by the time we departed, the return trip stretched a quarter hour beyond that to reach home this evening. The traffic on the slick toll road was inordinately thick. All in all, it means that Mr. Gant will be obliged to spend upwards of four hours a day carrying us to and from Marley Chase every day. Consequently, I quite agree with Lady Marley that to pass a fortnight at her home is the wisest course.”

Just then, the pocket door to this chamber slid open and Mrs. Gant and Letty entered the room, each carrying heavy trays. Both quickly deposited their burdens on the small tea table sitting beneath the window.

Said Mrs. G. as she straightened. “It just ain’t gonna’ do, Miss Abbott, for m’ husband to be goin’ back and forth to the country ever’ day. I had to send Letty a-walkin’ to the market this mornin’ for fresh vegetables and what she come back with weren’t a’tall fresh. Them carrots was soft and the potatoes was wrinkled! I hope this stew I cooked up for yer supper is . . . well, it jes’ ain’t gonna’ do, miss! Him bein’ away for such a length ever’ day is a-makin’ more work for me an’ this girl.”

Tilda and I were on our way across the room when I surprised my housekeeper by quietly saying, “I quite agree with you, Mrs. Gant. Therefore, Tilda and I shall remove to Marley Chase on the morrow and remain there for the duration of my stay in the country. You may tell Mr. Gant that he shall not be obliged to carry us to and fro each day, after he has delivered us to Marley Chase tomorrow, of course.”

Although I heard Tilda’s mewl of displeasure, I ignored it and we neither one broached the topic again . . . although I was gratified when my maid’s demeanor did seem to perk up after I mentioned that a prestigious Derby would soon be taking place at Marley Chase.

“You mean, they’s got a real horse racein’ track there? So, kin you and me watch the horses runnin’ round it? Me brothers is fond of watchin’ horses chasin’ after each other. Frank, he won a hefty wager on a race once. I ain’t never seen a real horse race meself.”

Though I cringed at her use of the word ‘ain’t’, as well as other ill-chosen terms, I summoned a kindly tone. “I expect we shall both be allowed to watch at least one, or perhaps two, of the horse races, Tilda.” Actually, I assumed she would be asked to accompany Lady Marley’s nieces to very nearly all of the races but for now, said nothing. Moments after she ceased to exclaim upon the delightful prospect, I began again to speak, choosing my words carefully so as not to offend. 

“Perhaps, whilst we are at Marley Chase, Tilda, you might make an effort to leave off using the word ain’t. I believe what you meant to say was: ‘I have never seen a real horse race myself, rather than meself.’”

Tilda’s head jerked up. “So, Lady Marley is all puffed up and proper-like, is she? And we’s to watch what we says? ‘Specially me?”

My gaze met her somewhat petulant one. “Lady Marley is, indeed, an elegant and very proper lady. For the pair of us, both you and me, to speak as correctly as we are able is, indeed, imperative.” 

When her lips pursed, I watched her delight over the prospect of being allowed to attend a horse race evaporate before my eyes. However, rather than fling another cheeky remark my way, I noticed my maid begin to thoughtfully chew on her lower lip. “I ain’t, I mean I’m not certain what imper’tive means, miss. You is always talkin’ over the top of me head!”

“Forgive me, Tilda. Imperative means that the thing in question is an absolute must. What I should have said, is that it is an absolute must that you, and I, speak as correctly as possible since . . . well, since it is necessary that neither you nor I be perceived as . . . illiterate.” 

“I ain’t, that is, I’m a-not meanin’ to be ill . . . lit-rut, miss, but it would help if you could jes’ talk plain-like to me. Most times, I cain’t understand half what you says. No offense.”

“I am simply asking that you properly enunciate the words you use, Tilda, and if possible, cease leaving off the endings of them.” 

“The endin’s?” After a pause, she said, “Very well, miss. I shall try not to leave off the end . . . ings. Or, perhaps I should jes’ say nothin’ at all. You kin tell her ladyship that I’m a dumb mute what cain’t talk.”

With a sniff, I directed a firm look her way. “Neither cheekiness nor disrespect are attractive qualities in a young lady, Tilda.” 

At once, my maid’s tone grew contrite. “Sorry, miss.” 

“Perhaps, in future, you could employ the habit of pausing for a brief moment to think about what you intend to say before you blurt out a remark that might contain . . .” I paused, not wanting to overly berate the girl. “Perhaps you’ll not be in Lady Marley’s presence a very great deal,” I amended, thinking that perhaps I would suggest, if Lady Marley did not suggest it herself, that Tilda take her meals with the girls in their suite, or perhaps even below stairs with the servants. I assumed I would be invited to take my meals with Lord and Lady Marley, and her brother and his wife, and whomever other guests were present. I generally did make an effort to include Tilda whenever I could, but it appeared that in this case, to do so would . . . not suit.

As she and I discussed more about what might lie ahead for us at Marley Chase, Tilda seemed to warm to the notion of spending a fortnight, or perhaps a bit longer if it came to that, at the grand country estate. 

“So, was you presented to his lordship? You ain’t . . . I mean, you isn’t afraid we might be a-walkin’ into more troub . . .?”

“I harbour no fear about what lies ahead for us at Marley Chase, Tilda. I did not meet Lord Marley today, but according to his wife, he is an agreeable man. I am convinced we have nothing to fear at Marley Chase.” 

And at the time, I was certain that that was, indeed, the case.

* * * *
[image: image]


LATER THAT EVENING, after biding Tilda a good night and requesting that, before retiring, she pack up her belongings in readiness to depart on the morrow, I passed the remainder of the evening rifling through the drawers of the desk in the library. I was certain I had once come across a folder containing a list of academies for young ladies; compiled, I assume, by Marianne Chalmers’ late father, the former owner of this house. It was not so very long ago that I had inherited my lovely home from Marianne, who unfortunately was a widow at the time, due to happenstances that I now think of as a ‘Murder In Mayfair’. As Marianne was a well-educated young lady, I assume that at some point in her life she had attended a proper finishing school. Because I had promised Lady Marley that I would compile a list of academies for her nieces, I wished to make good on my word. It was, after all, my fervent desire to avoid turning over the girls’ educations to Tilda, who, as I am certain you, dear reader, have noticed, could greatly benefit from a similar course of study herself.

* * * *
[image: image]


BY MID-DAY THE FOLLOWING afternoon, Tilda and I were both prepared for our short jaunt to Marley Chase. I had even taken time to pen a note to my dear friend Mr. Sheridan regarding my new assignment and apprising him as to where Tilda and I would be staying. I also rather broadly hinted that for him to call upon me there would be most welcome. 

Since returning from our recent adventure to Martindale Manor, Mr. Sheridan and I had become even warmer friends and to my great delight had fallen into the pleasant habit of seeing one another on a regular basis, he often taking dinner here with me or escorting me to tea at one of the popular new tearooms in London. Without a doubt, I dearly loved the handsome man and thoroughly enjoyed his company, although thus far, he had not formally declared himself to me, nor made any mention of furthering our relationship by the . . . exchanging of vows, or even inquiring if I would consider the prospect. Were my thoughts to linger too long on the omission would cause me great distress so I made an effort to instead focus upon the enjoyable times Mr. Sheridan and I had shared together. 

Because Marley Chase was not a great distance from London, I surmised that should he wish to take in the Marley Chase Derby, it would not be beyond the realm of possibility for him to do so. I had never heard the gentleman speak of a special fondness for horse races, but since he was a man in possession of a handsome steed himself, the magnificent King George, it was not inconceivable that he would find the diversion to his liking. And, I would certainly enjoy passing a delightful afternoon in the company of my fine gentleman friend, even if our time together were spent taking in a horse race.

Today, however, when my reluctant companion Tilda and I set out, not quite as early as I had hoped, I was pleased that she seemed to be in a lighter frame than she’d professed to be the previous evening at supper. Still, as our small coach wheeled through Town toward the toll road, the rain having all but vanished and the traffic now far less troublesome, I still thought it necessary to say, “If you do find yourself becoming terribly unhappy at Marley Chase, Tilda, do not hesitate to say so, and I shall send for Mr. Gant, or perhaps even Mr. Sheridan, to come for you at once.”

“Thank ye’, miss. Truth to say, I vowed last evenin’ to count me, or rather, my blessin’s and perform me, my, duties as best I can. I knows ye’ means well when ye’ corrects m’ talkin’, so’s I . . . I means to do me best if’n for no other reason than to please ye’. I-I don’t wants to ever be turned out, miss. Most times, I likes goin’ here n’ there with you even if things do sometimes gets . . . frightenin’ or . . . even, a mite dangerous.”

“I do not expect we shall encounter the least bit of danger this time, Tilda,” I replied, then decided that perhaps now was as good a time as any to apprise her of the additional aspects of this new assignment. “Your resolve does please me, Tilda, but, I feel I must tell you that Lady Marley’s nieces, three young girls from the . . . country are also in residence at Marley Chase, and that she, Lady Marley, has asked that you pass a good bit of time with the girls, if you are agreeable to the arrangement, of course,” I added, in consideration of her feelings.

Her bonneted head cocked to one side. “How old is the girls?”

“I believe the eldest of the three, Clare, to be close on to your age, five, or perhaps six and ten. The other two might be eleven and twelve, or perhaps thirteen.” Again choosing my words carefully, I said,  “I do not believe any of them have spent a great deal of time in . . . Polite Company. Consequently, Lady Marley intends to enroll all three in a finishing school quite soon, but until a proper establishment is selected, I expect she will ask you to keep an eye on the girls, as a chaperone of sorts, whilst she and I tend to our task. Might you find that arrangement agreeable?”

Tilda seemed pleased that I had asked, rather than ordered her to do as I wished. After the briefest hesitation, she nodded. “I ‘spect it will suit, miss. Is the girls a-takin’ their lessons now at Marley Chase?”

“Lady Marley did not mention a schoolroom on the premises. It is my understanding that her nieces only recently arrived with Clare’s father, who is a relative of his lordship, merely to take in the races. Clare’s cousins, Sarah and Jenny, the younger girls, also wished to come along. As I said, Lady Marley means to enroll them in a proper school quite soon.” 

“I ain’t, I mean, I hasn’t never been to school m’self, miss. I don’t ‘spect I could teach them girls a thing if that’s what she’s a-wantin’. ” 

“You will not be required to provide lessons, Tilda. To simply set a good example for the girls to emulate will be the extent of your responsibilities.” In the hope of further easing her anxiety, I added, “No need to fret, I am certain you will give a good account of yourself.” 

“Perhaps we shoulda’ brought along a book, or two, miss. I’s noticed you is always readin’ books. May be a good idea for them girls to do the same.”

“I expect we will find quite an adequate library at Marley Chase.”

“I do knows how to read, miss!” Tilda declared proudly. “Learnt from me mum when I was a mite. Me mum once served in a great house where most all the servants was taught to read and write. Maybe I could teach the girls to read. Or write out their names, proper like.” 

“That would be lovely, Tilda. I will be sure to mention your qualifications on that score to her ladyship.” After a pause, I said, “However, if we should find that we have forgotten an article, such as a book, or a bonnet, or special ribbon, we can either get word to Mr. Gant, or even prevail upon Mr. Sheridan to remedy the situation for us.”

“Is Mr. Sheridan a-plannin’ to take in the races, too?” 

I had turned to gaze from the window on my side of the small coach. “I-I am in hopes that he will call at Marley Chase, at least once,” said I. “At present he is working to unravel a complicated case involving a secret plot to assassinate a high-ranking government official. As you know, Mr. Sheridan’s duties at the Home Office are of vast import. I am unaware of the intricate details of his most recent assignment, but I am pleased that he is, indeed, still in England, rather than abroad. I am in hopes that we will see him before our stay at Marley Chase draws to a close.”

Having turned off the main highway, the coach rumbled across a rickety bridge spanning a rather wide stream before heading up the tree-lined drive toward the impressive buff-stone mansion. I could not help noticing that the atmosphere surrounding the large estate today was in high contrast to the bucolic mood of the previous afternoon. Today, the drive leading up to the
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