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A Brief Note on Title Usage

In the English Title System a Baronet is not a peer, but instead remains a commoner. A Baronet is entitled to use the prefix Sir before his given name when addressed, as in Sir John, but never Lord John or Sir (last name). Following a baronet’s surname in writing is the designation, Baronet, often shortened to Bt. or Bart. The proper way to address a letter to a baronet (on the envelope) would be: Sir John Green, Bt., or, Sir John Green, Bart. The first page of the actual letter to a baronet would correctly begin: Dear Sir John.

To verbally address a baronet, one would use his given name, such as “Good evening, Sir John.” A baronet would never be addressed as Sir Green. On occasion, American writers sometimes allow other characters to address a baronet by adding Sir to his surname. I admit to being guilty of this error, at times to avoid confusion for the reader if another character in the story bears the same first name, although I am aware that to do so is incorrect.

Throughout the peerage, many very old title names are derived from the names of property. A Scottish baronet’s title often combined his surname with a territorial designation, such as Sir John of Bethany Downs. At times, a man’s property name became his surname and also his title name, as in this story. Sir Robert of (old) Martin’s Dale eventually evolved to Sir Robert Martindale. Verbally, he was addressed as Sir Robert, and upon his death, his firstborn son James inherits his land and title and is thereafter correctly addressed as Sir James. 

The wife of a baronet is styled with Lady before her husband’s surname, as in Lady Martindale, her given name being omitted. The only time her given name would be used is in the case of divorce whereupon she becomes: Alice, Lady Martindale. Upon the death of her husband, a widow continues to be addressed as Lady (surname), until the couple’s firstborn son, the new baronet, takes a wife and his wife becomes Lady (surname). In this case, the widow is styled the Dowager Lady Martindale, or Alice, Lady Martindale, although never as Lady Alice.

I hope this clears up a bit of confusion as to the proper manner in which to address a baronet. In most cases, the above also applies to a Baron.

The Primary Players

Juliette Abbott – (19) resides in London and agrees to travel to the village of Martindale in Cumbria to act as companion to a young blind girl who has lost both her parents and is now alone in the world. (The poor dear.)

Tilda – (16) Miss Abbott’s lady’s maid accompanies her on the journey.

Beth Martindale – (18) the blind daughter of Sir Robert Martindale. 

James Martindale – (24) Beth’s brother, now heir to the Martindale estate and his late father’s title, missing since the war with France concluded on the battlefield at Waterloo outside Brussels in June of 1815. 

Rosalie – (16) the red-haired maidservant who Tilda befriends. 

Mrs. Cantrell – (60-ish) the elderly housekeeper at Martindale Manor.

Mr. Morrigan – (Age unknown) the dog.

Mr. Sheridan – Miss Abbott’s gentleman friend, whom she first met in Margate and who, in subsequent adventures, has arrived when she needs him most. Miss Abbott now longs to see her friend, especially since she and Tilda are once again in grave danger of losing their lives! Oh, dear . . .

Miss Mary Leigh Crawford – long-time friend of the Martindale family.

The Counterfeit Heir – this character’s true identity will be revealed as the story unfolds. Until then . . . well, please read on . . .
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Chapter 1 / The Poor Dear Can Scarcely See!
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LATE APRIL 1822

“The village of Martindale lies a goodly distance from London, Miss Abbott,” cautioned my housekeeper, busily gathering up the remains of breakfast from the tea table beside me. Her remark echoed one of my concerns, although I had not yet voiced mine aloud.

My maid Tilda and I had only recently returned from a frightening fortnight on Marsh Lane, and this morning, a message from a woman with whom I was unacquainted, had arrived. However from the contents of the letter, I had learned that in a roundabout fashion, my name and direction had somehow been supplied to the housekeeper at Martindale Manor by my friend Lady Montford of Montford Hall.

Consulting the note again, I said, “The woman says the family’s only surviving child, a daughter, is now all alone in the world and what’s worse, the poor dear can scarcely see! She says the family’s solicitors have launched an extensive search for the new heir Sir James and the gentleman is expected to arrive soon, therefore a brief stay of only a fortnight should be sufficient to set things to rights again.”

“It will likely take a fortnight, or at least half that, to get to Martindale,” sniffed Mrs. Gant, her lips pressed together.

Just then, my housekeeper and I were interrupted by Tilda with Little Georgie, my sweet black and white kitten who is now very nearly a full-grown cat, trotting along beside her into my cozy sitting room, located above stairs in my pretty white townhouse in Mayfair.

“It will take a fortnight to get . . . where?” Tilda gazed about as she perched on the opposite end of the settee. Emitting a soft chortle in his throat, Little Georgie hopped up and settled himself between us, the cat commencing to rub his furry head against my arm.

Absently reaching to scratch Georgie’s ears, I said, “A friend of Lady Montford’s has written to inquire if you and I might consent to travel up to the village of Martindale, which, as Mrs. Gant pointed out, lies a goodly distance from London, to serve as companions to a young girl who has recently lost both of her parents.” My gaze returned to the note. “It seems the girl’s father, Sir Robert Martindale, quite suddenly passed away and the young girl is now alone, although they are expecting her brother, the heir, to arrive soon.” I glanced up. “The dreadful part is that the young lady has recently lost her sight.”

“Oh, my!” Tilda, who serves as both my lady’s maid and companion, exclaimed. The pert little blonde looked charming today in a cast-off blue-sprigged muslin gown of mine. 

“She further says that Mrs. Cantrell, the housekeeper at Martindale Manor, feels ill-equipped to properly handle the girl’s needs and believes that a companion nearer to the girl’s age would better suit.” I looked up. “What think you, Tilda? Shall we accept the invitation? It will only be for a fortnight until the heir returns home to his father’s estate, perhaps accompanied by his own wife and children,” I added, thinking aloud.

With a nod, Tilda considered. “A short stay in the country might settle our nerves after what we just gone through on Marsh Lane. But, no matter where we goes,” she declared firmly, “I do not want to be accused of killing no one ever again.”

Though Mrs. Gant gasped, I vehemently agreed. “Nor do I!” Glancing again at the note, I said, “The housekeeper makes no mention of murderous misdeeds on the property, so it appears we might be in for a pleasant stay.”

“Very well, then.” Being the cheerful sort she is, Tilda grinned. “When shall we depart for . . . where did you say, Martin’s Dale?” She leant over a bit to see for herself what the note said.  

“I believe the tiny hamlet was formerly known as Martin’s Dale, but is currently called Martindale,” said I. “I am not entirely certain of the direction, but I believe the township lies in Northumberland, perhaps a bit beyond Lancashire or near to Westmoreland.” 

* * * *
[image: image]


A SCANT FEW DAYS LATER, after I’d replied to the note, declaring that Tilda and I would be departing for Martindale straightaway, my new kitchen maid Letty, who I brought home with me from Marsh Lane, assisted in gathering up our things, whereupon Tilda and I set out in high spirits. England’s early spring days still felt a good bit chilly out-of-doors, although sudden April showers were commonplace, the dark clouds being pushed away by bursts of bright sunshine accompanied by welcome gusts of far warmer air. Tilda and I were both looking forward to what we hoped would be a pleasant sojourn to England’s north country. 

“I expect we will find the hills and valleys alive with colorful wild flowers,” said I, gazing about the cobblestone street that led to The White Horse Inn in order to board the Royal Mail Coach for our three, or perhaps, four-day journey from London. 

Before departing, I had, of course, apprised my gentleman friend, Mr. Sheridan, of our plans. He wished us Godspeed, adding that he anticipated being dispatched any day now to handle yet another government matter for the Home Office, and might very well be departing England himself quite soon. The disclosure saddened me, but I determined to put the safety of my friend in the Lord’s hands, and enjoy the pleasant fortnight that lay ahead for Tilda and me.
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NOW, AFTER THREE, very long and quite weary days and nights jouncing alongside one another on the hard bench of the black and maroon Royal Mail Coach, four other adults and one noisy child also squeezed within, clearly in violation of an official ruling declaring that only four passengers were to be allowed to travel within a post coach, Tilda asked, “How many more days do you think it’ll be afore we arrives, miss?”

Initially, we had felt quite fortunate to secure seats on the Royal Mail Coach, which would take us as far as Lancashire where we were to be met by a private coach from the late Sir Robert’s mews to carry us the remainder of the way up to the tiny village of Martindale. But, as each long grueling hour passed, I confess I questioned how fortunate we actually were to be seated within the mail coach. “I couldn’t say, Tilda. I confess I am more than ready for our journey to end,” I muttered, a trifle irritably.

Despite the Royal moniker attached to the distinguished coaching line, I should have realized that to travel on any sort of post coach is most certainly not to be desired. The Royal Mail speeds through the countryside both day and night, and also pauses, or stops, at every inn and posting house along the route whereupon a guard tosses, or rather throws the mail bag to the ground, in some cases, the exact same instant the coach speeds past, giving no thought as to whether or not said ground is seeped with rain water, or dry as a dog’s bone. If perchance, inclement weather sets in during a journey, passengers are obliged to assist in pushing the coach up a steep hill, or aid in dislodging the wheels of the vehicle should they become hopelessly mired in the mud. Thank the good Lord neither happenstance had yet assailed us on our journey.
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On the other hand, with armed guards posted both fore and aft atop the vehicle, Tilda and I had earlier agreed that to travel on the Royal Mail Coach would be far safer for a pair of ladies alone. Armed guards would offer up some protection from highwaymen brandishing pistols on a dark moonless night, caring not upon whom they preyed. Still, suffice to say, that Tilda and I are both now, far and away, more than ready for this tedious voyage to draw to an end.

A fretful sigh escaped me. “I’ve no way of determining how much longer it will be before we reach Chester, Tilda, let alone Lancashire. It does seem as if we have passed through every small village and hamlet that could possibly lay between London and . . . Ireland,” I exaggerated.

“Perhaps Martin’s Dale is actually in Ireland,” Tilda remarked, a trifle peevishly, her uncharacteristic tone giving me pause.

“Martindale, Tilda. We are headed for Martindale. Though before we arrive at our intended destination, I daresay I shall not be sorry to abandon this uncomfortable coach at Lancashire.”

I reached to pat her gloved hands, balled in her lap as the unruly child standing between the two benches persisted in whacking the stick clutched in his grubby hands against the base of our bench. “I expect we shall be arriving quite soon, perhaps even today.”

Eyeing the small boy, who was clearly oblivious to the fact that he was not the only passenger within these cramped quarters, Tilda said, “I’m ‘bout ready to beg a ride back up to London rather than carry on the way we is now. The Royal Mail Coach may be safer, but it sure ain’t a bit finer than being shut up with common folk on a public stage.”

“You sound quite the lady, Miss Matilda Tompkins.” I grinned.

We both laughed and attempted to shut out the squeals of delight coming from the irritating youngster playing at our knees. Unfortunately, both Tilda and I were as blithely unaware as the child as to exactly what sort of annoying and even dangerous events awaited us before the end of our long, tedious journey to Cumbria, or after we finally reached the tiny hamlet formerly known as Martin’s Dale. 
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Chapter 2 / A Harrowing Carriage Ride
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“IF THE MARTINDALE COACH does not arrive soon,” I fretted, “we will have no choice but to put up here at the inn for the night.” 

Though the sun had already set, the Boar’s Head Inn located beyond the medieval walled township of Lancashire was still busy with disgruntled travelers, ostlers and other folks anxiously to-ing and fro-ing.

A pained look on her face, Tilda’s bonneted head wagged. “I confess I got a odd feeling in m’ midsection ‘bout this venture, miss.”

“Oh dear, are you feeling unwell, Tilda?” I inquired with genuine concern. “Perhaps we might wait in the common room. Surely the Martindale coach will arrive soon. A bite of supper, or perhaps some broth or soup, will ease your stomach pangs. Come along.”

“It ain’t my stomach what’s painin’ me, miss,” she replied, but did clutch her middle. “I jes’ got a uneasy feelin’ that . . . somethin awful’s ‘bout to happen. Somethin’ real awful.”

Oh, dear, thought I, Tilda’s ominous remark was also causing my stomach muscles to tighten. 

Seated within the common room of the inn, she and I watched the now quite dusty black and maroon Royal Mail Coach fly from the inn yard amidst a shower of pebbles and debris. To one another, we expressed our relief that, at long last, we were free from the insults of the boisterous child who’d added untold misery to our exhausting journey up from London. However, our relief soon turned to anxiety when, three-quarters of an hour later, the Martindale coach had still not drawn up to fetch us. Truth to say, I wasn’t at all certain what to do at this juncture. I had no notion in which direction to head should Tilda and I be obliged to either set out on foot, or hire another coach to carry us towards, or at least closer to, our final destination located I know not where. 

Not wanting Tilda to sense my agitation, I feigned a calm tone. “Are you certain you do not feel up to eating something?” I urged. “Thus far, we’ve survived on little beyond the tidbits Mrs. Gant packed for us before we set out. I expect by the time we’ve eaten, the Martindale coach will have arrived and the driver will come looking for us,” I concluded on what I hoped to be a cheerful note. 

“I-I do feel a bit peckish,” Tilda murmured.

Another half hour later, we had very nearly finished the none-too-tasty servings of Shepherd’s pie we’d ordered when a ruddy faced, older man, clutching a battered hat before him, appeared in the doorway of the common room, his long gaze scanning the chamber, which given the lateness of the hour had begun to grow quite thin of patrons. Tilda and I now being the only unaccompanied females in the room, the stout man soon headed our way. Minutes later, after our baggage had been secured atop the dusty older coach he’d pulled up in, we were finally on our way to Martindale Manor. I presumed.

Darkness had long since fallen and wispy fingers of moonlight were now making a valiant attempt to illuminate the landscape, feeble shafts of it seeping through the uncovered openings on either side of us. That no liveried footman in a gold-buttoned coat and matching breeches was clinging to the rear of the vehicle was, in itself, sufficient to arouse concern. In addition, mere moments before we departed the inn, another equally unkempt fellow had climbed up beside our driver on the bench, making me wish I had refused to enter the coach at all! Was Tilda’s uneasy midsection correct in assessing that something awful was . . . about to happen? Several turns off the main road had us lumbering down a rutted path scarcely wide enough to accommodate the width of the coach, or the sway-backed nags attempting to pull us thither.

“Where do you think he’s a-takin’ us, miss?” Tilda whispered, then gasped, as the very second she spoke, the carriage hit a rut in the road which sent us bouncing from our seats as the rickety coach wheeled off onto yet another, even narrower, path; this one seeming to strike out willy-nilly across open countryside.

I gulped down my gnawing anxiety. “I haven’t the least notion where the driver is taking us, Tilda.” 

Judging from past experience, a wide path shaded by a canopy of tall trees, or at least a stretch of clipped lawn alongside the road generally led up to a graveled drive fronting stately manor homes. Such a reassuring display of luxury seemed not to be the case here. 

“What do ye’ think we oughts to do, miss? Shall we jump from the carriage and make a run for it?”

Flinging another wary gaze from the gaping hole of a window at my side, I said, “I would have no notion which way to run, Tilda.”

She, too, gazed out over the shadowy expanse of countryside stretching as far as one could see. “Ain’t seen a farmhouse or cottage since we left the inn. Where’s do ye’ spose this pair is a-takin’ us?” she asked again.

I made no attempt to hide my apprehension; nor to lie to Tilda. Something was definitely amiss and I hadn’t a clue what to do about it.

“Makes ye’ wish Mr. Sheridan would gallop up on that big black horse o’ his and rescue us, don’t it?”  

I worried my lower lip as I continued to gaze anxiously from the coach window. Truth was, when Tilda and I found ourselves in a frightening spot, Mr. Sheridan did seem to miraculously appear to snatch us from harm’s way. Despite what I knew of his current whereabouts, I found myself praying for the welcome sight of the handsome man now. But . . .wait. Just there, I leant nearer the uncovered window, my eyes straining to see through the dense wall of darkness surrounding us.

“Do ye’ see Mr. Sheridan a-comin’?” Tilda cried. “Do ye’?”

“I . . . I think I see a light. A flickering light, just there.” I pointed.

A split-second later, Tilda and I both remarked upon the fact that a ramshackle wooden fence had seemingly appeared out of nowhere, which meant that we might, indeed, be on some sort of . . . road. In addition, the flicker of light in the distance had separated and become two lights, one brighter than the other. Suddenly, we heard our driver shout a command to the pair of horses pulling the coach and in moments, it quivered to a standstill, then shuddered when the second fellow on the bench jumped to the ground, shouting up at the driver as he ran off into the night. “Thank ye’ for the lift, Jack! Best get them ladies up t’ the house!”

Our driver guffawed. “So, who’s gonna’ sack me if I don’t?”

Tilda and I exchanged alarmed gazes. Scooting closer to me, she whispered, “If we had a stick, er . . . somethin’ heavy, we could whack him on the head, if’n it comes to that.”

Glancing about, I spotted nothing appropriate to use as a weapon. “At least there’s only one of them now,” I said, making no attempt at this juncture to hide my fear. 

* * * *
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A FULL HOUR LATER, in what was now surely the wee hours of the night, Tilda and I had both fallen into a light slumber, her head resting on my shoulder, mine on her head. Consequently, we were both more than a trifle alarmed when the carriage door at our side was suddenly flung wide open and a gruff voice said, “We’s reached the manor house, ladies. Housekeeper, Mrs. Cantrell, will see to yer needs from here on.”

Tilda yawned as I lurched upright and scrambled over her knees in my eagerness to set foot on solid ground and catch a glimpse of our new surroundings. What I beheld by moonlight was far less than reassuring. “Wake up, Tilda; we’ve arrived . . . somewhere.”

Even as the driver tossed down our bags and valises, I headed for the stone portico fronting the darkened edifice. Beset by shadows, the gray stone structure seemed quite large and rambling with narrow columns reaching skyward. No lights shone from within. In seconds, the wide front door creaked open and an older woman, wearing a wrapper over her nightclothes and a mobcap upon her head, a lone candle flickering from the brass holder in her hand, greeted us, also a trifle gruffly. “Ye’ must be Miss Abbott.” She held the heavy door open as Tilda, mere steps behind me, and I exchanged anxious gazes before entering the dimly-lit foyer.

The woman who did introduce herself as the housekeeper, Mrs. Cantrell, motioned for us to follow her up the wide front staircase and down a long corridor on the next floor up to a suite of rooms located deep in the bowels of the quite cold and seemingly uninviting house.

Once within the bedchamber to which she showed us, I was, however, genuinely pleased to find a warm fire blazing at the far end of the cavernous room. The elderly housekeeper waddled to a table pushed against a wall and bent to light a candle from the flickering taper in her hand, then turned. “I ‘spect ye girls must be weary from yer’ long journey. I’ll send Rosalie up to help ye’ tonight.” She flung a hand towards a tattered bell-pull hanging limply in a corner. “When ye rises in the mornin’, it’ll be her what brings up yer’ tea. With no one in this wing now, ‘ceptin’ Miss Beth, we rarely uses the dinin’ chamber anymore. ‘Course I ‘spose we’ll be takin’ it up again now,” she muttered as she crossed the room. “I’ll jes’ be gittin’ back to me own bed.” Before pulling the heavy door shut, she added, “Right glad ye’s here, I am.”

Again, Tilda and I exchanged anxious looks, then both headed for the fire and stood with our backsides to it. This distant northern section of England did seem a good bit cooler than the southern quarter. 

With the housekeeper gone, Tilda asked, “Is someone goin’ to bring up our things, or is we to sleep in our clothes?”

I stifled a yawn. “We’ve slept in our clothes the past several nights. This night is near over. I doubt it matters what we wear to bed.”

Tilda glanced about. “Wonder where they’s hid the chamber pot? I could sure make use of it ‘afore crawlin’ in, bedclothes or no.”

* * * *
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BRIGHT SUNSHINE STREAMING through the single tall uncovered, although quite cloudy, windowpane in our bedchamber awoke us the following morning. I sat up in bed before Tilda stirred, my first thoughts being to wonder what the hour might be. The night before, we had both fallen asleep the instant our heads hit the pillow, and so far as I knew, we’d neither one stirred since. To have passed the night sleeping (in our under garments) in a real bed, as opposed to nodding off within the cramped confines of the coach, it hurling at break-neck speed through the night, felt exceedingly grand, still I did not feel thoroughly reassured now that our hard journey was at long last over. However, I was thankful that, all things considered, we had, indeed, arrived with no additional mishap along the way.

When a sudden rap sounded at our door, I rose and padded barefoot across the chamber and opened the door a mere crack to peer out.

“Mornin’, miss. I’s brung up yer’ tea. Has your mistress awoke yet . . . er . . .?”

Easing open the door, I noted it creaked as loudly as had the main entryway door below stairs last evening, making me wonder if every hinge in the house were in want of oiling. 

“I am Miss Abbott,” said I, thrusting up my chin. “My maid Tilda is still abed. You must be the housemaid Mrs. Cantrell mentioned. Rosalie, is it?” I stepped aside to allow the apple-cheeked girl who looked to be about Tilda’s age, to enter. With short red curls and a face dotted with freckles, the maid was intent upon not dropping the loaded tray she carried. 

Following the girl, who wore a gray frock and white mobcap, across the room, I said. “Mrs. Cantrell said you’d be up last evening to help us put away our things.”

“I did come up last night, miss,” she replied as she deposited her burden upon a tea table sitting beside a threadbare-looking sofa. “But ye and yer maid musta’ already been . . .” She shrugged. “When I couldna’ rouse ye’, I tiptoed back down to me own bed. Sorry, miss. Be glad to help ye’ now. Footman, he done put yer bags in the corridor. I’ll jes go git ‘em for ye’ and then . . .”

“Tilda and I were especially weary last night,” I interrupted her lengthy explanation. “We retired to our bed soon after arriving.” 

Once Rosalie had brought in our bulky portmanteaus and valises, I reached to dig though mine in search of slippers and a wrapper.

“Whilst you and yer’ maid eats yer’ breakfast, I’ll put yer’ things away fer ye’, if ‘n ye’d like, Miss Abbott.” 

I had already downed half a cup of tea before Tilda rose and went in search of her slippers. Pulling up a chair, she joined me before the fire, which in truth appeared to now be little more than a bed of white ash with only a few red-rimmed coals peeking up from beneath the powdery remains of last night’s blaze.

“Feels a good bit nippy in here to me,” Tilda observed. “Surprised you ain’t complainin’ of the cold, miss.” He head cocked to one side. “Am I a-hearin’ rain out of doors? Sure glad it weren’t a-rainin’ last night.”

“I’ll jes’ run down and bring you ladies up a bucket of fresh coals,” said Rosalie, glancing up from her task of hanging our wrinkled garments on pegs in the clothespress at the opposite end of the chamber. 

“You are not the only servant in the house, are you, Rosalie?”

“Oh, no, miss. Bulk of ‘em is seein’ to the visitin’ actor’s needs whilst they’s gathered in the east wing this mornin’. Vicar Wellston and the heir is conductin’ a meetin’ of this year’s players and mime folk.”

“Mime folk?” Tilda murmured, flinging a wide-eyed gaze my way. 

“So,” I brightened. “The Martindale heir has arrived then, has he?”

“Yes, ‘um. And, none too soon.” The maid nodded. “What with Miss Martindale’s cousin also gone, and poor old Sir Robert cut down in his prime, hardly nobody left of the Martindale clan. Any rate, the heir, he showed up day afore yesterday and set to overseein’ the King Henry Festival. Good thing he done so, too; it set to commence on the morrow.” 

The maidservant next launched into a grisly tale regarding Sir Robert’s recent death, a tale that turned out to be far more alarming than either Tilda or I wished to hear. And before it was over caused my insides to once again roil with unease. Tilda’s, too, I’ve no doubt.
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Chapter 3 / The Heir Has Returned, Has he? 
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“NOW THAT MISS MARTINDALE’S brother’s returned, does that mean we can head straight back up to London, miss? Things here jes’ don’t seem right.”

“Tilda,” I replied firmly. “We shall not leave until we have at least made Miss Martindale’s acquaintance.”

“But the heir’s returned!” she countered. “Rosalie said so. That means Miss Martindale don’t need us no more. And, you and me, we sure don’t need no more a’ . . .” Tilda paused in mid-sentence, the colour having not yet returned to her face since Rosalie had gleefully relayed the horrid news to us regarding what had happened to his lordship. 

I was as equally off-put by the red-haired maid’s story. However, when another housemaid appeared declaring that the housekeeper had sent her up to fetch Rosalie, the girl had abruptly abandoned her gruesome tale and departed. So, having not yet been apprised of the complete story of Sir Robert’s sudden passing, Tilda and I had no choice but to wonder what had truly happened to the gentleman. 

Beginning to rifle through our valises and remove a few more articles of clothing ourselves, some of which we tucked into a pair of commodes beside the four-poster bed in which we’d both passed the night, we continued to ponder what the heir’s return would, indeed, mean for us?

“Well, I sure don’t wants to stay here another day longer than we has to. Things jes’ don’t feel right to me,” she declared again. 

Pushing past my discomfiture over the alarming bits and pieces the maid had imparted regarding Sir Robert’s untimely death, I once again attempted to tamp down Tilda’s fears and also my own. “Rosalie did not say for certain that Sir Robert was murdered, just that he was . . ..”

“ . . . found dead in the woods with a knife sticking outta’ his back!” cried Tilda. “Sounds a good deal like murder to me!”

“Yes, well, I cannot disagree. But we must at least meet with Miss Martindale and hear what she has to say regarding her father’s . . . death.” 

Although truth was, I, too, was leaning towards the notion of heading straight back home to London. On the other hand, a part of me thought it prudent to remain here at least one full day and attempt to sort the matter out. “I’ve no doubt you are aware, Tilda,” I began again, sounding a bit more patronizing than I intended, “that servants often . . . embellish stories in a misguided effort to alarm, or even frighten, others.”

“Well, she done a fine job of frightening me!” Tilda cried.

True. Rosalie’s tale of how Sir Robert was found sprawled upon a bed of leaves in the woods had also sent a shock wave through me; yet, after giving the matter additional thought, I concluded that it would better serve to seek out the facts of the matter from someone less excitable, such as the man’s daughter, and then decide what action we should take. 

“Just because we are here does not mean the same fate will befall us, or that we are in any sort of danger,” I said. “We are not members of the Martindale family. We have not so much as met even one of them. Therefore, we shall speak with the late Sir Robert’s daughter before we scamper away in fear. No doubt she is consumed with grief over her father’s demise and is truly in need of companionship now. I am in hopes that she will supply us with the true facts of the matter.”

At that instant, another rap sounded at our bedchamber door. I glanced at Tilda, my look instructing her to please answer the summons.

I heard her huff of displeasure. Of late, I’d noticed that Tilda had become a good deal more outspoken than she’d been when she’d first came into my employ. I was not certain I liked this impertinent side of her.

“G’mornin’ ladies,” Mrs. Cantrell, the heavy-set housekeeper whom we’d met the previous night said as she stepped into our bedchamber. “I come to take you ladies up to see Miss Martindale. She’s had her breakfast now and is . . . well, she’s expressed a desire to make your acquaintance. If you will come this way.”

“Tilda,” said I, skirting past her towards the door. 

“Truth is, our Miss Martindale,” the stoop-shouldered woman began, “well, she ain’t ‘xactly been herself since her Pa passed. I ‘pect Rosalie tol’ ye’ he’s no longer with us. At any rate, with Miss Beth’s cousin now also gone aloft, she truly do need someone to . . . I ain’t been here too awful long meself, but I can’t see to ever’thin’ you know . . .”

“Excuse me,” I interrupted. “Rosalie mentioned something about a Festival and ‘mime folk’. Might you enlighten us to the particulars of that matter, please? We are both unfamiliar with ‘mime folk.’”

The housekeeper offered up no explanation at once; but instead led us to the staircase at the far end of the corridor beyond our bedchamber. Before reaching it, I noted that she’d begun to huff and even to wheeze, though, at length, she did manage to resume speaking. 

“Back in the day when our good King Henry was on the throne, wed to Catherine Parr, he was. That lady hailed from hereabouts, don’t ye know? At any rate, once when the king and his new bride Catherine was on Progress, they passed two full days and nights here at Martindale Manor. Word is, King Henry was quite . . .” she sucked in a breath, “taken with the grounds and the lake . . . and uh, Queen Catherine . . .” she gulped down another breath, “well, she fell mightily in love with our pretty knot garden, don’t ye know?” The housekeeper paused on the stairs. “Unfortunately, it’s . . . the knot garden is longer here, but . . .” Completely devoid of breath now, the older woman halted in mid-sentence as well as mid-step.

“I was unaware that Martindale Manor was a site of historical significance,” I remarked, my interest having been arrested by her tale, which, I’d noted with relief, was not the least bit grisly. 

Still paused upon the stairs the older woman drew in several deep breaths and attempted to carry on. “The way I heard it, Sir Robert’s grandpapa and his grandpapa afore him, thought it was fittin’ to throw open ‘the King’s suite’, as they called it, and also the knot garden to townsfolk. These days, gentlemen flocks here to the dales to shoot. Most likes to angle in our rivers so the King Henry Festival gives their lady-folks something to do whilst the menfolk indulges in their sports.” Once again, she paused on the steep stairs, then after taking another step, she again drew to a halt. “I swear I cain’t go no further, girls,” she gasped. “Ye’ll find Miss Beth’s suite at the top o’ the stairs, one door down on yer right, lookin’ out over the side garden. Miss Martindale is ‘spectin’ ye’. I’ll jes’ rest here a spell afore I goes . . .” she managed to say.

“Do you require aid, ma’am? Tilda, run down to the foyer and bring up a footman or . . .”

Holding up a hand, Mrs. Cantrell’s head wagged. “Won’t do no good. They’s all a-meetin’ with the heir, and the vicar in the picture gallery. Sir James, the new heir, surprised us all by showing up here a day or so ago.” She sucked in another long breath. “Ye’ll likely meet up with him tonight at supper . . . below stairs in the . . .” 

The older woman was now bent double, one hand clinging to the stair railing, the other braced upon a knee as she fought for air. At length, she lifted her head. “You girls go on up now. I’ll jes’ git meself back to the kitchen. Gittin’ too old and feeble to climb these stairs, I am.”

Whilst the thick-set woman did not seem too awfully feeble to me, that she was now out of breath was clearly evident. “Very well, ma’am, if you are certain you will be all right.”

Weakly lifting a hand, the housekeeper waved us onward. “Top o’ the stairs. First door on the right; overlookin’ the . . . side garden.”

Tilda and I easily found Miss Martindale’s suite and a scant second after we had cautiously rapped at the door, a feminine reply sounded from within. 

“Entrez vous, s’il vous plait.”

Tilda’s head jerked up, a puzzled look on her face. Also a mite taken aback, I smiled. “She has asked us to enter the room.”

Tentatively stepping inside, I queried, “Miss Martindale?”

Despite the chamber being quite dimly lit, I spotted the dark-haired girl seated upon a maroon velvet settee, her dainty feet resting on a small round ottoman. She wore dark clothing and did not look up, or turn our way, but continued to stare straight ahead, her gaze fixed upon the opposite wall. Sitting so very still, she could have been a statuette, thought I.

I motioned for Tilda to follow me as I gazed about the chamber, noting it was attractively furnished with a carved mahogany bedstead and several small tables sitting about. I thought it odd that the bank of windows lining the opposite wall were completely covered by heavy, wine-coloured draperies. If the girl had trouble seeing, one would think that to allow in as much daylight as possible would better serve. Sconces on the walls held no flickering candles. No books or magazines lay on the tea table at the girl’s side, but then I assume her impaired visible prevented her from seeing the pictures or reading the articles. Alone in the room, she looked especially lonely. At once, my heart went out to her.

Reaching the settee, I said, “I am Juliette Abbott, Miss Martindale. Mrs. Cantrell said you were expecting me.” As I spoke, my long gaze cast about for a pair of chairs, or a bench, where Tilda and I might sit.

“You are not alone, Miss Abbott.”

Her remark startled me. “No . . . my companion, Miss Matilda Tompkins accompanied me up from London.”

“I detected two pairs of feet upon the floor. Perhaps you are unaware, Miss Abbott, that my vision has very nearly abandoned me. However, my sense of hearing is quite acute.” She did not yet look our way, her unseeing blue eyes still focused upon the opposite wall. “You will find a pair of chairs before the fire.” 

As Tilda and I drew up the chairs nearer to the settee where Miss Martindale sat, she said, “Just remember to return the chairs before you depart. When things are shuffled about, I am likely to stumble over them as I feel my way from here to my dressing room, or the bed.”

“We will be sure to replace the chairs, Miss Martindale.”

Tilda and I slid onto the cushioned seats, facing our hostess, who quite possibly had no notion exactly where in the room we were seated. 

I ventured to speak. “I could not help noticing that when we rapped at the door just now, you replied in French. Might you be making a study of the French language, perhaps?”

A small smile flickered over her lovely features. “I lived in Paris a short while, but know very little French. When my mother passed away, my father sent me to stay with a long-time friend of the family, a Mrs. Hamlin. Her husband had served with Wellington, and the pair stayed on in France after the war ended. As I’m sure you know, the English flocked to Paris in those days, ladies eager to acquire French gowns and bonnets and such-like.” She smiled. “It is my understanding, that following the war, the French hurried to our shores.” 

Seated before her, I noted that, as she spoke, she’d begun to blink away glimmers of moisture that welled up in her bright blue eyes. “I am sure you miss both your parents a great deal, Miss Martindale. I do understand your grief. Both my parents are also gone.”

“Oh.” Inhaling a breath, her head tilted to one side. “W-what is your age, Miss Abbott? Your voice is quite melodious, but, as I am unable to behold your face, I cannot gauge . . . I turned eight and ten; mere days after my father passed on. I-I miss him dreadfully.” When a tear trickled down her cheek, she reached delicate fingers to brush it away.

“I am so sorry for all you have suffered, Miss Martindale.” I reached to touch her arm, but not wishing to startle her, I thought better of the gesture and withdrew my hand. “I am nine and ten,” said I in reply to her question. “Tilda is six and ten.” After a pause, I added, “As it happens, I, too, lived in Paris for a time after my parents passed on. It was a good many years ago, but whilst there, I also learned a smattering of the language.”

“At the time, I had not yet begun to lose my sight,” the pretty girl said softly. “Nor had I lost my father. I did not expect to lose him so . . .” Drawing in a ragged breath, she appeared to make a valiant effort to thrust aside the painful memory. “I am so very grateful to have been able to see, truly see the white cliffs of Dover, as we departed England, and the raging sea when a storm beset us, then once we reached shore, the beautiful French countryside . . . although in some areas, the ravages of war were still evident. Yet, I vastly enjoyed being in the city, seeing the sights, the marvelous museums, the lovely shops, Notre Dame.” She paused. “Now, I find that . . . it is my memories that . . . sustain me. In my mind, I can still quite clearly see . . . everything!”

“That your brother has now returned home must bring you joy,” I said, by way of helping her return to a more pleasant topic.

I was startled when of a sudden, her countenance changed and her tone hardened. “My brother has not been up to see me since he arrived. Not once! He has not even dispatched a message to me!”

“Oh. I-I was given to understand that he only just arrived a day or so ago. Perhaps he is consumed with plans for the King Henry Festival.”

“The festival has been staged every year now for above a century! It would have come off even if my brother had not returned home. The plans for it have been set for quite some time now.” Pausing, she seemed to make an effort to dislodge her ill feelings. “My brother James and I were once . . . very close. Have you been presented to him, Miss Abbott?”

“No-o, you are the first member of the family to whom I have . . .”

At that instant, Tilda touched my arm. When I glanced her way, she motioned towards a door standing open to one side of the hearth.

Not turning that direction, Miss Martindale’s tone abruptly changed when she said, “Come here, boy.”

Wide-eyed, Tilda and I watched as a large brown dog lumbered over to where his mistress sat, her fingers extended. “Did you only just wake up from your nap, sweetheart? Come, say hello to our guests.”

The dog, whose breed I could not name having had no previous experience with canines, had a thick coat of brown fur with a white ruff encircling its neck. Alert brown eyes punctuated its narrow head; a shiny black nose tipped its sleek snout. The dog hopped up on the settee beside his mistress and folding up its limbs, silently nestled its chin on her lap. 

“This is Mr. Morrigan. Morry has been my constant companion since . . . well, since I was a child, really.” She smiled a bit ruefully. “I fear I’ll not have him a great deal longer. My sweet Morry is quite an old man now, aren’t you, boy?”

Amazed that she knew the animal had silently entered the room, I asked, “How did you know the dog was nearby?”

She smiled. “I heard the click of his nails on the floor as he rose from his nap and began to make his way into the chamber.”

“I heard nothing,” Tilda said, speaking aloud for the first time, both her tone and expression all amazement.

“Nor did I,” I marveled.

“When I lost my sight, my other senses, most especially hearing, became especially acute. I can often hear a raindrop, or a snowflake, fall.”

“Ah.” Returning my attention to the dog, I said, “Mr. Morrigan seems quite gentle. Would he allow me to stroke his head?” Beside me, Tilda was also leaning forward eyeing the beautiful animal.

“Morry would not mind in the least. He likes you both.”

“How can you tell? Has he somehow conveyed his feelings to you?” I smiled as I tentatively reached to caress the dog’s silken head.

“Make no mistake, when Morry dislikes a person, he makes his feelings quite apparent. He would not have come into the room, or made his way to us if he thought you, or your friend, were untrustworthy, or even unkind. Morry is a very bright fellow, aren’t you, boy?”

“You have had him since you were a child?”

Miss Martindale nodded. “Actually he was my brother James’s pet, but when he left for the war, Morry quickly became my friend. My . . . only friend for a time. Until our cousin Pat arrived, that is. But, Pat is now also gone. And . . . and my sight has completely vanished.”

“I wonder why James has not sought out his pet,” I mused aloud. “Though, perhaps, if the dog is quite advanced in years, perhaps your brother thinks the dog might also be no longer alive.”  

“It makes no sense that James would not have come up to see me, if for no other reason than to ask after Morry. I fail to understand a bit of it. I have not seen my brother since he left for the war. I was a child of twelve then, but James is my only brother. We have no other siblings and now we have no other living cousins, nor any kin at all.” Again, moisture welled in her eyes. “I love my brother dearly. Since he went away six years ago, we have only received one letter from him. I cannot understand why he has not come up to see me unless he is now . . . ashamed of me.”

“Surely, that cannot be the case,” I rushed to say. Wishing to comfort the heartsick girl, I again leant forward. “If you like, perhaps I can search out your brother and request that he . . . were he to know of your plight, no doubt, he would come at once. Perhaps he has simply become caught up in plans for the Festival, or other estate business. He has been away for quite a length . . .” 

“If James truly wished to see me,” she countered, “he would have already come. I do not wish you, or anyone, to shame him into coming.” Her dark head shook. “Surely he is as bereft as I over father’s death. And, the horrid manner in which . . .” Faltering, she choked back a sob.

I leapt on the topic. “Please do not think me unfeeling, Miss Martindale, but I wonder if you might supply us with the true facts surrounding your father’s death? What did the authorities make of it?”

As if the dog knew exactly of what we spoke, a whimper escaped him, which prompted his mistress to reach to rub his ears. Retrieving a handkerchief from her pocket, she dabbed at her now tear-filled eyes. 

“I know only what the surgeon relayed to me, that, when my . . . father’s body was examined, it was first thought he had suffered some sort of attack, his heart or . . . then, sometime later, it was determined that he had been hit over the head, and also . . . stabbed! A puncture wound to his body was found. Corroborating the theory, a . . . a bloody tree limb and also a knife were uncovered in a pile of leaves beneath a tree near the spot where he fell. His horse stood nearby awaiting him to . . . to . . .” 

Sniffing back her tears, her chin trembled as her head shook. “I cannot think who could have taken my father’s life. He possessed no enemies. My father was a kind man who harmed no one. He was very well-liked, even admired.” She looked up, her unseeing eyes again focused on a point beyond my shoulder. “I cannot see you,” she said abruptly. “To me, you are naught but a shadowy mass with no discernible shape. I cannot make out your features
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