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CHAPTER 1

There’s Witches in Middlewych!
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SOMEWHERE IN THE COTSWOLD Hills

Friday, 17 August 1821 

Seated within the fine Medley Park coach, accompanied by my young maid Tilda and my adorable new pet Little Georgie, I was also acutely aware of the masculine presence of my handsome companion Mr. Sheridan, as we skimmed through the English countryside on our way up to London. Since morning, the three of us had been traveling in companionable silence, each seemingly lost in our own thoughts. Because the worst disaster I had ever endured occurred less than twenty-four hours ago at Medley Park, I was still trying valiantly to thrust all remnants of terror from my mind; as well as almost everything else that had occurred during the fortnight I’d only just spent there. 

How fortunate I was that Mr. Sheridan had appeared from out of nowhere to rescue me from certain death. Yet, again. The unsettling thoughts tumbling through my mind now caused another audible sigh to escape me. Seated beside me on the coach bench, one arm draped casually across the back of it, Mr. Sheridan turned to gaze down upon me, true concern for my welfare still evident in his dark eyes.

“To dismiss all the hurt and betrayal you feel will come easier in time,” he murmured. I smiled beneath the gentle squeeze of his gloved hand upon my shoulder, and was grateful again for this heroic man’s presence. “I shall have you safely back home in London before you know it, Miss Abbott.”

At the sound of our voices, Little Georgie, the precious black and white kitten Hannah had only just presented to me as a gift upon our departure this morning from Medley Park, lifted his furry head, one tiny black ear twitching. The kitten, curled up on Tilda’s lap across from me, blinked as he gazed about at the fresh new surroundings unfolding before him now. 

Upon being presented with the sweet ball of fur, I had instantly christened the kitten Prince George, as a bit of a lark since Mr. Sheridan’s huge black stallion, now tethered to the rear of the coach, was called King George. My pronouncement had brought a grin to Mr. Sheridan’s lips, which warmed me. Yet, we’d got only a few miles down the road when both Tilda and I began to refer to the tiny baby as Little Georgie. I believe that name suits him far better, at least for now, as he is quite small.

I reached now to take my adorable new pet from Tilda. “You have had a good long nap, haven’t you, sweetheart. Come and give your mama a cuddle.”

Beside me, Mr. Sheridan’s dark head wagged. “You are not now, nor will you ever be, that animal’s mother, Miss Abbott. How on earth a mere kitten can transform an otherwise bright and clever young lady into a puddle of mush makes not a whit of sense to me.”

“But, the little darling has no mama. And, he clearly needs one. Just look at how sweet and trusting he is.” Cupping the kitten’s bottom, I held him up for my companion to see. “Were we to put him from the coach this minute and leave him to fend for himself, he would . . .”

“Make his own way in the world as have countless other feline offspring before him,” stated Mr. Sheridan before turning to gaze from the window at his side. Although I caught the twitch of his lips as he did so. To be sure, my strong, capable companion was taking delight in teasing me.

I snuggled the precious fluff of fur to my cheek. “Never fear, little one. I shall never abandon you. Never!”

I heard Mr. Sheridan’s feigned harrumph. 

We settled down again, me absently stroking Little Georgie as the three of us again fell to gazing pensively from the coach window at the English countryside the coach was skimming past. It soon became apparent that we had left behind the flat green cultivated fields and were now entering the Cotswold Hills. The rising swells initially appeared purple in the distance but as we drew nearer and climbed higher, the shapes grew larger and rounder, and viewed through the thick cover of trees on either side of the narrow dirt road, appeared to be lush with foliage.

Turning round a bend, we approached a collection of cozy cottages nestled amongst the trees, the villagers having apparently chosen of a purpose to settle near the narrow stream that meandered through the area. The tranquil scene appeared so suddenly it came as a bit of a surprise. Our coach did not slow as it flew past the honey-coloured cottages, their walls and roofs all fashioned from pale ginger stones, no doubt, extracted from a nearby limestone quarry. I caught sight of villagers in faded garments trudging along the winding streets so intent upon one task or another that not even the pebbles and debris flying up from our carriage wheels was sufficient to arrest their notice. 

Peering through the open window at my side, I caught a glimpse of an old Norman church to one side of the dusty road. Above it on the hillside, the slate rooftop of a rambling manor home came into view, both buildings looking as strong and sturdy now as they, no doubt, did hundreds of years ago when they were first put up. Moments later, we left behind the village whose name I never learned as we flew past the wooden sign on a post designating it far too quickly to decipher the faded letters. Gaining the open road again, we swiftly wound our way through cultivated fields in varying shades of green that climbed the sides of the hills whose rounded tops now formed the horizon. Clearly, we were heading deeper and deeper into the Cotswolds. 

Around another bend I spotted a three-horse team being led onto a stubbly brown field, the sturdy horses trudging along in the dust, the driver beside them on foot, each making slow progress toward a wide stretch of uncut corn that looked red and ripe beneath the burning sun, no tall trees here to block the bright sunlight scorching the landscape.

How simple and peaceful life seemed here in the shadow of the hills, although I expect from the aspect of the inhabitants of these sleepy villages (and since morning we had passed a good many of them tucked into shady clearings) I rather expect the daily grind of sameness soon become predictable; even dull. I imagined that young girls like Tilda, seated across from me in the carriage, often wondered what could possibly lie ahead for them? Did the girls dream of escaping from the boredom of their lives, of traveling up to London or even Birmingham, where the excitement of new adventures might liven up their days, and perhaps even alter their lives forever? 

Given the frenzied activity that Tilda and I had only just left behind at Medley Park, where each and every day was decidedly not dull, or predictable, a part of me did now rather yearn for at least a string of calm, sedate days free of dire threats and fearsome attempts upon my life.

A moment later, Mr. Sheridan addressed us in a serious tone, “Dusk will soon be upon us, ladies. We must decide where to pass the night.” After a slight pause, he added, “The cat can bed down in the mews with King George.”

“Georgie will do no such thing!” I protested. “He shall sleep with Tilda and me. You can bed down with King George.”

As we were all laughing good-naturedly, suddenly the entire carriage commenced to violently shudder. Amidst a volley of whinnies from the horses pulling the coach, and a deafening screech of alarm from King George tethered to the rear, the entire front half of the vehicle suddenly plunged from beneath us and crashed to the ground with a jolt.

“Oh-h!” Both Tilda and I screamed as she fell forward onto me. 

Clutching Georgie to my breast, I reached a hand to prevent her from falling onto us whilst also attempting to right myself. Beside me, Mr. Sheridan had already flung open the carriage door and lurched from it to see what was amiss. With the door now hanging from its hinges, I peered out in time to see the coach driver pick himself up from the ground. He shook himself as if the shock of what had just taken place had robbed him of not only his balance but also his senses.

“Musta’ hit a pot hole, sir. Mebbe a rock, er a boulder, from them hills up there, cain’t rightly say which.”

Having already checked to see that King George hadn’t suffered a broken limb, Mr. Sheridan was now leading his stallion by the reins. He clung tightly to them even as he bent down to inspect the undercarriage of the coach. “Axel’s broken clean in two. Both front wheels have snapped off, one’s rolled away.” He rose. “Appears we’ve traveled as far as we can go today.”

“What ye’ gonna’ do now, sir?’

Not answering the driver’s query, Mr. Sheridan instead stepped to the coach door, it still hanging open, myself and Tilda peering out, me tightly clutching Georgie to my breast, everyone’s eyes wide with alarm.

“The coach is disabled, Miss Abbott. I’ll ride on ahead and secure accommodations for the night. You and Miss Tilda stay right here. I’ll not be gone long. Sun will be setting behind these hills soon. You’ll be safe. I’ll not be gone long,” he said again.

“Perhaps there was a roadside inn in that small village we just drove through,” I suggested.

“I don’t recall seeing one. At any rate, I’m not a man to retreat. Best press on and see what lies ahead. You ladies will be safe here. Driver’s a trifle shaken, but he appears unhurt. He’ll not bother you.”

With that, our capable protector Mr. Sheridan vaulted onto the back of his huge black stallion, causing the horse to prance sideways. Our eyes still round with fear, Tilda and I both watched as the strong gentleman held the reins taut. His huge horse gave a shake of its black mane and began to carefully pick its way through the mangled wreckage littering the road. Seconds later, Tilda and I heard the thunderous roar of hooves as King George carrying Mr. Sheridan on his back, galloped away from us.

“Ye’ think he’ll come back, miss?” Tilda asked anxiously.

“Of course, he will return. Mr. Sheridan is not one to abandon a damsel in distress, or in this case, two damsels . . . and a kitten.” I tried to sound cheerful as I cast another worried gaze from the still-opened coach door, which may or may not close properly now that the entire front half of the carriage was slanted perilously downward, something I expect would have the effect of throwing every part of the coach behind it off-kilter. My concern now was that our driver did not abandon us.

A moment later, Tilda again spoke. “D-Do you suppose Little Georgie would like to stretch his legs? I-I know I would.”

“I shouldn’t want him to run away,” I murmured, casting a worried gaze at the kitten. “Wait a moment. I’ve an idea.”

Because Tilda was now sitting on the bench beside me, I twisted to turn my back to her. “Undo the ribbon to my gown. I shall tie one end around Georgie’s neck and loop the other end about my wrist. That way, he cannot possibly scamper away from us.”  

After doing so, Tilda and I both agreed that Georgie looked quite fetching with a pink ribbon tied around his neck, the ends of which I had fashioned into a proper bow. We both alighted from the carriage and once on the ground, I cautiously set the kitten down. He took only a few steps before squatting to do his business and when done, I scooped him up again; then Tilda and I commenced to inspect the broken carriage.  

Since there was nothing neither she nor I could do to alter matters, we soon crawled back up inside the wreckage and settled down to await Mr. Sheridan’s return. 

In what seemed like a good long while, long after the sun had vanished behind the purple hills now looming like eerie shadows on either side of us, we were both overjoyed to hear the sound of approaching horse’s hooves . . . although the familiar noise was accompanied by a persistent squeak and a thump-thump-thump of . . . something else.

Tilda and I clambered down from the teetering coach and both stood anxiously gazing toward the approaching horse and rider. Trailing along behind was a rickety cart balanced on a pair of large, mostly round, wooden wheels.

Flinging himself to the ground, long strides carried Mr. Sheridan forward. “We must make haste to get your things, and both of you, into the cart, ladies. A storm is brewing just beyond the crest of those hills. We’d best get you sheltered before the heavens open up and drown us all.” 

He turned to speak to our driver who, in his absence, had settled down for a nap beneath a sturdy old oak by the side of the road. The noise of Mr. Sheridan returning had roused the man, and he now stood dusting himself off as Mr. Sheridan relayed to him the particulars regarding the repair of the carriage. When he’d concluded, he and the driver both set to unloading all our luggage from the top of the coach and into the wobbly wooden cart. Tilda and I, and Georgie, were the last to be settled inside it. 

“I fear it will be a bumpy ride, ladies; so hang on and I’ll attempt to get you safely to the inn before the rain drenches everyone. Including the cat.” He cast a sidelong look at Little Georgie. “I see you’ve dandied him up with a . . . fetching pink cravat. Splendid.”

I grinned and was pleased to note Mr. Sheridan’s lips twitching once more before he flung himself up and onto his mount’s back.

“I don’t think the mister cares much for Georgie,” Tilda whispered as the cart rumbled forward.

“On the contrary. I daresay he is only pretending to dislike my baby.” Stroking Little Georgie’s soft back, I recalled that in Margate, where I had initially made Mr. Sheridan’s acquaintance, he had harbored no ill-will towards Aunt Helen’s orange cat Pansy, who had accompanied me everywhere. 

“Did the mister tell you where we’s a-headed now?”

“He said he had secured accommodations for us at an inn in a village up ahead called Middlewych.”

Tilda’s jaw dropped. “Oh, no, miss! Not there!” She drew back in horror.

“Why, whatever is the trouble, Tilda? Is there something . . .?”

“There’s witches in Middlewych! A whole coven of ‘em. That’s why it’s called Middle-wych. Ever’one knows that, miss. Oh, dear!” She flung frightened looks over both shoulders as if she feared the entire coven might suddenly appear out of the darkness, flying alongside us on their broomsticks whilst casting deadly spells right and left. 

“I am certain everything will be all right, Tilda. Perhaps the storm will keep the witches at home tonight. Everyone knows that witches dislike getting wet,” I fabricated.

“They . . . they do?” She looked skeptical.

I nodded. “Water renders their powers . . . useless. Which is why witches . . . never bathe. Everyone knows that.”

“Oh-h-h.”  My frightened little maid frowned.

“Mustn’t fret. We shall depart for London just as soon as the carriage is repaired. Perhaps on the morrow. If not, then surely on the day after.”  
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CHAPTER 2

The Pig With Black Ears Inn is Haunted!
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“THIS IS THE ONLY INN in Middlewych with a vacant room,” Mr. Sheridan announced when we at last drew up before a somewhat ramshackle stone building with a painted wooden sign swinging precariously from a hook above the door. The sign declared the establishment to be The Pig With Black Ears Inn. The painting of a pig with black ears accurately depicted the name. However, given the howling wind, I feared the lopsided sign might soon succumb to the elements and come crashing to the ground.

When Mr. Sheridan reached to assist me from the back of the cart, I said, “I noticed we passed up a good many inns before reaching this one, sir. The Wooly Lamb looked inviting.” I cast another anxious gaze up at the shoddy edifice before us and again noted that the high wind was causing the pig-sign to swing back and forth in quite a precarious manner. “Even The Mind The Ducks or The Crown And Trumpet seemed a good deal finer than . .”

“All full.” Mr. Sheridan reached to hand Tilda from the cart, then he and a servant, who had joined us from inside The Pig With Black Ears Inn set to lifting our baggage to the ground. “Appears to be some sort of festival, or county fair, nigh on to commencing hereabouts,” Mr. Sheridan remarked. “Village is overrun with visitors. Some coming from quite a distance, I understand.”

“Ah. Well, then, I am happy you were able to secure a room here for us. Middlewych does seem to be a larger village than I expected, so I suppose we are lucky they boast several inns, rather than just the one.”

A sudden gust of wind caused Tilda and I both to grasp hold of our bonnets. Standing with Little Georgie tucked firmly beneath my arm, I watched Mr. Sheridan heft two of my heavy valises from the cart. He then herded us ahead of him towards the swinging doors of the inn. The servant, toting the rest of our baggage, followed close behind. Although by now it was pitch-dark outdoors, the interior of the inn was brightly lit. Raucous laughter coming from the rowdy merrymakers in the common room located off the cramped foyer greeted us as we stepped inside.

At once, the innkeep, a portly man with a mustache and a balding head, stepped from behind the counter to direct us up a narrow flight of steps to the next floor. Once there, he led us down a dimly lit corridor to the chamber he’d assigned to us. The smiling man, who wore a wrinkled white shirt with the sleeves rolled up and dark trousers several sizes too large even for his bulky frame, inserted a key into the lock and flung back the door. At that instant, Georgie let out an ear-splitting yowl and dug his sharp little claws into my arm, causing me to cry out in pain even as he scrambled up and over my shoulder in a heated rush to escape, his fur standing on end. Tilda reached to grasp the frightened kitten and managed to disengage his claws from my flesh. Winching from the painful pinpricks, I quickly stripped the pink ribbon from my wrist and handed it off to Tilda.

“Sorry folks, I plum forgot.” The innkeep scratched his head. “Animals have a tendency to shy away from this room. Demmedest thing. Won’t a single one enter it. Tale is a dog was disemboweled here by its drunk master two hundred years ago. Had a lady come here once with a pug. Thing went berserk, worse ‘n that cat o’ yers, streaked outdoors and got run over by a coach and six what was jes’ leavin’ the inn. I’ll find ye’ ladies another room. Got one on the next floor up. This way, if ye’ please.” 

I cast an anxious gaze up at Mr. Sheridan. That gentleman simply pressed his lips together and reached again to heft the bulky bags he’d been carrying, one in each hand.

On the next floor up, Tilda and I, her with a firm grip on Georgie, the pink ribbon now wrapped securely about her wrist, slowly and cautiously stepped into the chamber, my breath in my throat in case there might be some long-dead ghostly apparition also inhabiting this room. But, apparently there was no one save we living beings for Georgie seemed to heartily approve of our new quarters. Tilda gingerly set him down upon the bed, whereupon he promptly twisted into a tight little ball and fell at once into a sound slumber. The excitement below stairs must have completed tuckered the little fellow out.

Breathing a sigh of relief, I turned to inquire of Mr. Sheridan where he intended to pass the night. Instead, I overheard the innkeep saying: “If’n ye don’t mind being a trifle cramped, sir, ye’s welcome to bed down on the cot in the pantry. Shelves is full o’ jars of pickled pig’s feet, and pickin’s from a boar’s head. House specialty tomorrow is Pig With Black Ears Pie and Boar’s Head Soup. Make no mistake, sir, ye’ll be a sight more comfortable in the pantry than out in the stable with the horses. Roof leaks out there and with this rain, ye’s likely to wake up drowned. So, what say ye’? Best I can do, sir.”

“The pantry will serve, my good man. Thank you.”

The innkeep continued to talk as the men set out. “Was expecting a lady to arrive today from Lunnon, but she ain’t showed up yet. If’n she does, I’ll put her in the room yer’ ladies didn’t take, unless, a’ course, she brings along a dog.” 

“Well, if she does, I will be glad to relinquish the cot in the pantry to her and I’ll bed down in the . . . haunted chamber.”

When I turned back around, I caught sight of Tilda’s face and . . . heartily wished I hadn’t.

“I tol’ ya’ Middlewych is full of witches, miss.”

* * *
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BEFORE WE CLIMBED INTO bed, a young servant girl rapped at our door. 

“Your gentl’man friend said as how I oughta’ bring you ladies up some tea and biscuits. Said ye’ ain’t eaten much all day. So . . . here ye’ are. The other saucer’s for your cat. It’s broth. Cook said we cain’t spare no milk.”

“Thank you, indeed,” I replied. “That is very thoughtful of you.”

“It was ‘yer man what tol’ me to bring up something for the cat. I tol’ him it was welcome to chase down a mouse. We got plenty o’ them to spare.”

“Hmm.” Trying not to shudder at the girl’s mention of mice, I handed off the tea tray to a silent but still anxious Tilda, then stepped into the corridor with the girl and softly asked, “Might I inquire of you, miss, exactly what sort of . . . fair or festival is set to commence on the morrow here in Middlewych?”

The plain-featured girl brightened. I noted that several of her teeth were missing, which unfortunately rendered her even less attractive. Still, she seemed friendly. 

“It’s the annual meetin’ of the Society For The Study of Spectral Sightin’s and Ghostly Apparitions Fair, ma’am. Mrs. Crumble and a good many of her friends is members and this year it fell to Mrs. Crumble to host the Fair. Whole town’s been lookin’ forward to it. Fair’s tomorrow afternoon on the Crumble Estate grounds. A Bring Your Knife an’ Fork Supper is set for tomorrow evenin’.”

“Ah. I see.” 

The girl’s eyes twinkled merrily. “If’n’ you and your man is still here, you’s welcome to come to the Fair and the supper. Ever’ one’s welcome. Folk’s has come from as far away as Bath, even Lunnon!”

“Hmm.” I thanked her, then turned to re-enter our bedchamber, thinking that, for the nonce, I would say nothing regarding the Spectral Sightings Fair to Tilda. My poor maid was sufficiently overset as it was. Had the servant girl grinned when she was in our room, and Tilda caught sight of her missing teeth, I feared she would have screamed and instantly pronounced the girl a witch. With her pointed nose, she did rather resemble drawings I had seen of the fearsome creatures.

Saturday, 18 August 1821

The following morning, the same maidservant rapped at our door, then briskly entered the room carrying a pitcher of fresh water and a towel draped over one arm. She deposited the towel on a chair, then poured the water into a bowl sitting in the center of a weathered-looking washstand in one corner of the small chamber. A low, two-drawer chest and the cane-bottom chair sitting next to it, plus the bed that Tilda and I, and Georgie, had slept in last night, comprised the furnishings of our less than fine chamber. Granted, the floor beneath our feet was covered with rather soiled-looking rushes, as were the floors everywhere we had been within the inn, including the corridor. Apparently not a great deal had changed since The Pig With Black Ears Inn opened its doors in Middlewych above two hundred years ago if the placard in the foyer was to be believed.

The maidservant turned to address me. Having heard her rap at the door, it was I who rose to open it since Tilda still lay sound asleep, Georgie stretched out lengthwise on her chest, his little head tucked beneath her chin.

“I forgot to tell ya’, miss,” the servant girl said once she’d filled the basin with water, “they’s also a séance tonight at Mrs. Crumble’s house. ‘Course it’s only for Important Society Members, not us villagers, but,” she shrugged, “I ‘jes thought ye’d like to know. Ye’ seemed interested in our doings.” She took a few steps towards the door. “Fair gets underway at noon today. Me and my man, we be a’goin’. I wants to get me fortune told this time. They’s a real spiritualist lady comin’ from Lunnon. They usually jes’ gits Meg from Mrs. Crumble’s kitchen to conduct the séance and tell the fortunes. She’s right good, but I ‘pect this year’s psychic-lady is a far sight better. Was ‘spose to be here already, comin’ down from Lunnon, she is. It’s her what’s conductin’ the séance,” she said again.

I cast a quick glance at Tilda, and was chagrined to see that the servant girl’s excited voice had awakened both her, and also Georgie. He appeared to be nosing around on the bed for a place to . . . you know. I rushed to pick him up and set him down on the floor. Would be all right for him to do his business on the rushes, but not on the bed.

“Well, perhaps I’ll see ya’ at the Fair, ma’am. You and yer’ gentl’man friend. My, he’s a fine-looking fellow, ain’t he?” The girl giggled as she turned to leave, politely closing the door behind her.

“Wh-what was she talkin’ about, miss?”

“Oh, she was just telling me about the Psychical Fair in the village today. Fortune-tellers and what not. It does not concern us.” 

Because I had already begun to unbutton my nightrail, Tilda scrambled out of bed to assist me. I said no more about the Psychical Fair and she didn’t ask.

When I decided which of my gowns I wished to wear today and was fully clothed, I told Tilda I meant to go below stairs and see if I could locate Mr. Sheridan, who I thought I would find in the common room. I knew he liked to leisurely sip his coffee of a morning, and that he took it as black as midnight. I was also feeling a good bit peckish myself and was certain Tilda was also. Plus I needed to find something for Little Georgie to eat. He had lapped up all the broth the servant girl brought up last night. I did not expect my baby had the least notion how to chase down a mouse and, were he to actually catch one, he’d likely want to play with it rather than eat it.

On my way downstairs, I gratefully noted that last night’s storm had abated. Loud bursts of lightning and claps of thunder had kept me awake long into the night. Today the sun was shining brightly. Was nice that the weather had cleared up for the festivities in the village today. However, I hoped Mr. Sheridan might have good news regarding the repair of our carriage and that we would be long gone from Middlewych before the Psychical Fair got underway; although a colorful outdoor fair did sound as if it might be a pleasant diversion. Still, I would far rather we continued on our journey than linger here any longer than necessary. And, I am certain Tilda would concur since if there truly were witches in Middlewych, they would likely put in an appearance at the Fair and that was certainly not something she’d wish to behold.

I began to hear raised voices long before I reached the ground floor of the inn and once there, I was taken aback to find that the atmosphere in the foyer was decidedly hostile and uninviting. A finely-dressed woman, wearing a fashionable gown, complete with bonnet and gloves, stood before the counter all but shouting at the red-faced innkeep whilst others looked on, no one daring to interfere or utter a single word of protest to either of them.

I quietly skirted past the irate woman and tiptoed toward the common room, from which the tempting smells of coffee and roasted meat wafted. From within the room the sounds of knives and forks clinking against pewter plates, mingling with the garbled din of voices, told me that a good many of the inn guests were taking their morning meal here. Perhaps I would find Mr. Sheridan amongst them and could join him at his table. Standing in the doorway to gaze into the crowded chamber, several serving girls, hoisting heavy trays of steaming food over their mob-capped heads, slithered past me on their way in. Casting a quick gaze around at the busy room, I caught not a glimpse of Mr. Sheridan, so thought instead to wait until the noisy discussion in the foyer subsided before inquiring of the innkeep if he knew anything of the gentleman’s whereabouts. Perhaps he was already out this morning seeing to the repair of our carriage.

Not wishing to further overset the angry woman who was still loudly expressing her displeasure to the portly man behind the counter, I quietly made my way to the door of the inn and stood there, turning my face full into the long shaft of brilliant sunlight that was streaming into the The Pig With Black Ears Inn. 

“Prior engagement, my foot! What am I to do now? A house full of Society members expecting a real Spiritualist to read palms at the Fair and to conduct a séance in my parlour, and you say she is not coming!”

Shaking his head, the innkeeper turned palms up. “Madam, I know nothing beyond what the lady writ in her note. As I said before, the very message in your hands from Mrs. Fergus only arrived this mornin’ on the first stage from Lunnon. Daybreak, it come, ma’am; daybreak and not a minute sooner. I held a room for her just as you instructed, but she never showed. Appears the lady has sent her apologies. I don’t know nothin’ more to say on the matter, ma’am.”

“Well, what you have said is scarcely good enough, is it?”

“Perhaps you shoulda’ instructed your guest to stay at your home, ma’am, rather than at my inn,” the man boldly suggested. “That way you mighta’ kept tabs on her whereabouts ye’self!”

I cast a quick glance over one shoulder in time to see the incensed woman’s eyes narrow. “You know very well Mrs. Fergus always stays here! Although, in my estimation, why anyone would choose to do so is beyond belief!” 

Suddenly, the woman glanced up and caught sight of me. In an effort to remain clear of the squabbling duo, I had remained standing near the doorway of the inn and until this moment, had been enjoying the warmth from the glorious morning sun beaming down upon my face. 

“Well, who is this?” She hurried towards me. “My dear, you look like an angel! The sun shining about your head is . . . is forming a halo! Why, I have never seen the like! With your golden hair and your fair skin, which at this moment appears nigh on translucent; why, you are an angel!”

The woman boldly reached to clasp both of my hands in hers as she whirled to inquire of the innkeep.

“Who is this angel? Why did you not tell me about her? Come with me, my dear!” She gave a little tug, which I, of course, resisted.

“But, ma’am, I must . . .”

“I insist you come with me at once!”

I thrust up my chin. “Madam, please! I must make an inquiry of the innkeeper.”

“Well, be quick about it! We’ve no time to waste.”

I hurried to the counter. “Sir, I wonder if you have seen my . . .”

“Your gentleman friend is long gone, miss. Left at daybreak, he did. Said he had important business to tend to, and off he went in a rush!” The man’s lips thinned. “Without settlin’ the reckonin’, I might add.” 

“Oh-h. Oh, dear me.” My heart began to thump in my breast. “Did he not leave a message, or, or perhaps a note for me?”

“’E said nothing, miss. Just jumped on that black ‘orse of his and took off like the devil was chasin’ him!”

“Oh-h.” I let out a tremulous breath. 

“So, your man has left you in the lurch, has he?” the woman, whose name I still did not know but who was still lingering nearby listening to every word I said, said, “And you without funds, I daresay. I expect you’ve not had so much as a spot of tea this morning, have you, Angel?”

A weak smile flickered across my face as I nervously looked back at the innkeep, then again at the unknown woman. Where had Mr. Sheridan got off to so early? And, why had he not left a message for me, or at the very least, slid a note beneath my door? Please Dear God, let him return. I could not bear it if he has abandoned us!

The woman was gazing down at me in a rather smug fashion. Lifting her chin, she addressed the innkeep in quite a demanding tone, “Sir, you will show us to a private dining chamber and lay out a full breakfast, eggs, sausages, toast, jam and tea. And, some fruit and cheese.”

“But, madam, you are not a paying guest of the inn, and at present, neither is the young lady.”

“Do as I say, you insolent fool! At once, I say!” Her insolent tone changed when she turned again to address me. “Come with me, Angel. Rest assured, I shall take good care of you.”

––––––––
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CHAPTER 3

In Which Juliette Strikes A Bargain With The Devil 
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MINUTES LATER, THE woman introduced herself as Mrs. Crumble, the name being familiar to me as the lady upon whose estate grounds the Psychical Fair was to be held later today. Soon the two of us were settled within a cramped cubby-hole of a chamber, the opening covered with a limp curtain shielding us from the curious gazes of other inn guests downing their breakfasts in the noisy common room.

Once our food arrived, and there was, indeed, plenty of it, Mrs. Crumble sipped and nibbled whilst I ate heartily. It had, after all, been a good long while since I’d had anything more substantial to eat than last night’s meager meal of tea and a single stale biscuit.

While I ate, Mrs. Crumble talked. I only half listened as the bulk of my mind was still wondering where Mr. Sheridan had got off to so early and why had he not seen fit to leave a note of explanation for me? The logical answer, of course, was that he had set out at first light to locate someone to repair our carriage. Which, I am certain was the whole truth of the matter. Surely, he would not abandon us. Would he? Since I was, indeed, without funds, another part of my mind began to wonder how I might manage to carry a plate full of food up to Tilda, and also something tasty for Little Georgie to eat. I had not brought along my reticule so I could not leave here carrying so much as half a sausage for the kitten, or an apple for Tilda without drawing attention to my . . . theft.

When at length Mrs. Crumble concluded telling me all about the Psychical Fair, which I had already heard about from the servant girl, she then plunged into outlining an outrageous scheme she had only just conceived. One that involved me, whom she apparently beheld as a poor, and perhaps simple-minded, miss who’d been abandoned by either her husband, or gentleman friend, and now had nowhere to turn. Mrs. Crumble’s scheme had me parading ‘round the fair as the very spiritualist she’d been expecting to arrive from London, the one who had only just sent her regrets and would not be on hand to fulfill her promise to conduct a séance in Mrs. Crumble’s parlour this evening. 

“So, do you have any questions, Angel?” Without giving me time to voice my objections to the absurd notion, or to think of a question to ask regarding it, she hurried on. “I shall introduce you as Miss . . . what is your given name, dear?”

“J-Juliette. Julietta, actually.” Oh, why did I bother answering her silly questions? I had no intention of parading about anywhere as . . . as any other than myself! And I would never agree to this woman’s ridiculous notion to pretend to talk to dead people! The idea was not only ludicrous, it was daft!

“Ah!” She clapped her hands together. “Miss Julietta Angel. The name fits you, my dear! So, French-sounding. It will lend a certain je ne sais quoi to our little . . . pretense.” She beamed with pleasure. “I’ve not the least bit of doubt that Providence has brought you to me, my dear. Praise the Lord!”

I did not believe the Lord had anything to do with it. Hunger brought me to you, Mrs. Crumble. Plain and simple, it was naught but hunger. That and the fact that, at the moment, I am possessed of no funds with which to purchase my own breakfast.

The woman reached to warmly pat my hand, even though my fingers were presently wrapped around my fork. “You do look like an angel, my dear. Even here, in this dark corner of the inn, you skin appears to glow and your mysterious green eyes are the color of the sea. Why, I can see to the very depths of your soul in those luminous green eyes!”

I lifted my napkin to my lips before murmuring, “T-Thank you, ma’am, but I-I truly do not believe I am capable of . . . of carrying off such a . . . a preposterous charade. I possess no knowledge of spiritual matters. It would be sheer folly for me to even attempt to . . .”

“Rubbish! Of course, you can carry it off.” Her tone suddenly hardened. “And, you will! You will do exactly as I say!” She leaned forward. “We will drape you in a dozen veils, each one a different colour. You will look stunning! For the séance, we shall attach one across your face, so that only your enchanting green eyes are visible.”

I drew back in horror. “I know nothing of how to conduct a séance, madam! I cannot do it! I refuse even to attempt such a mad scheme.” Food in my stomach had not only fortified my body, it was also sharpening my reason, meaning my protests were becoming a good bit more forceful; at times, my tone sounding nearly as insistent as hers. 

But, not quite. 

Mrs. Crumble merely shrugged. “You will make a wonderful Spiritualist, my dear! I shall provide you with a list of all the guest’s names and a bit of information about each one, what their concerns are, what sort of information they are seeking from loved ones in the Spirit World. All that will remain for you to do at the séance is close your eyes, sway back and forth a bit, toss those lovely golden curls about and . . . (as I had been anxious to get below stairs this morning and locate Mr. Sheridan, I had not taken the time to put up my hair, so it was now hanging loosely down my back) . . . and now and again give a little whimper.” 

Closing her eyes, Mrs. Crumble demonstrated, oblivious to the look of revulsion I was aiming her way. “At length, your eyes will spring open as if you had suddenly beheld a living, breathing Soul, one from the Spirit World, of course. You utter another long, low moan, then fling your arms up to your sides, (she flung her arms up from her body, the action bringing a grimace to my face) which will signify that you are inviting the Spirit of the Soul you have contacted to enter your body. Your head drops forward and after some consternation, you murmur a name from the list of the names I provided. Then when everyone seated around the table leans in to eagerly hear every word you utter, you announce another name, one of the names of the deceased, also on the list I shall provide to you, and you declare that this person wishes to speak with . . . you let the word hang . . . until the one whose beloved mother, or child, or father, who is waiting to speak to that very person, cries out!” Her eyes sprang open.

Despite my grave misgivings, I had become so caught up in her performance; I very nearly applauded when it drew to an end. 

“From there,” Mrs. Crumble’s shoulders lifted and fell, “the rest will be easy.”

“Easy?” I swallowed. Then, cried, “No! No! Mrs. Crumble. I shall be far too nervous to carry off such a farce. I will be unable to remember the names correctly and will surely call out the wrong one.”

“I insist it will work exactly as I say it will!” Her narrowed gaze defied mine. “The séance does not get underway until the
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