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      Certain houses, like certain persons, manage somehow to proclaim at once their character for evil.


    

    
      —The Empty House (Algernon Blackwood)
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  Love is Blind

  
  




Manchester, 1831


“Let’s stop here for a moment. So wonderful to feel the warmth of the sun on my face after enduring a week of dreary rain. Tell me, are there any clouds in the sky?”

“Not a one, my dear Mary. A brilliant shade of blue as far as the eye can see.” 

“Lovely. We are free to enjoy our walk today without fear of rain.”

She held out her hand, which Henry accepted, slipping her arm through his as they continued their stroll down the gravel path that meandered through the city’s botanical garden.

“I will miss you, my dear Henry,” Mary remarked, a hint of concern evident in her tone. “Three months is a long time. Have they told you anything more about your mission?”

“There have been a number of skirmishes recently in the Gold Coast colony involving the Ashanti army. British officials believe war is inevitable unless we swiftly put a stop to their activities. Our regiment is being sent to help quell the unrest. Not a dangerous mission, you can rest assured that I will return.”

“Thank you for reassuring me. I don’t know how I would manage without my best friend by my side.”

Henry glanced in her direction and let out a light laugh. “My dear Mary, it is you that looks after me.”

She smiled and gave his arm a slight squeeze. “Will you pick me a flower?”

“Certainly, but I do not think the gardeners would be all too pleased if they saw me doing so.” 

He left her side for a minute before returning with a pink, bell-shaped flower which he placed in her hand. Gently, she traced her fingers over the flower’s petals before inhaling its fragrance.

“Why, it’s a flower from an azalea shrub. I may be blind, but I have an excellent sense of smell. Is it pink?”

“Yes, a soft shade of pink that perfectly complements the colour of your cheeks.”

“Henry, you’re such a charmer!” she said with obvious delight. “I feel myself blushing. Now I’ll need to exchange the pink flower for a red one!”

They continued their leisurely stroll for the better part of an hour before returning to Mary’s residence, a quaint, two-bedroom cottage situated across the extensive gardens at the rear of the main house. Her father had the place constructed in time for her twentieth birthday, knowing that it would grant her the ability to live more independently.

“You will stay and dine with us this afternoon. I told Sarah you would.”

“I would be delighted. I can smell Sarah’s delicious cooking from here. I’m so glad….” Henry hesitated, then asked, “Are we eating outdoors?”

“What…are you glad of, Henry?” Mary inquired gently.

“I was going to say that I’m very grateful that Sarah is in your life. I will be more at ease knowing she is by your side while I am away.”

“Yes, she is a remarkable woman. I cannot begin to imagine how different my life would be without her.”

Sarah entered Mary’s life when she was a child of five. Sir Thomas, Mary’s father, owned a sizable sugar estate in the West Indies. He decided to move the family from Manchester to their great plantation home in Jamaica at the turn of the century. The decision was an unfortunate one. Mary’s mother succumbed to Cholera but a few weeks following their arrival. Sarah, who worked as a domestic servant at the home, took on the duty of nanny. At first, Mary was somewhat fearful of this tall woman with smooth dark skin, but she soon found herself drawn to her gentle and caring manner.  Within a few weeks, Mary felt as close to Sarah as she had been to her own mother. As for Sir Thomas, he was relieved to see his child happy and playful so soon after his wife’s passing, and so decided it would do no harm to remain at the estate for a few more months, possibly a year at most. But this was not to be.

One afternoon, Sarah and Mary were returning from a picnic they enjoyed beneath a sprawling Jacaranda tree situated on the grounds of the estate.  The day had darkened suddenly with a threatening sky, and as they approached the manor, a tremendous crash of thunder resounded overhead. A delivery wagon was just pulling away from the side of the house at that moment, the sound of thunder causing the horses to bolt towards Sarah and Mary. Sarah had just time to pull Mary from the path of the charging beasts, but a wooden crate tumbled off the wagon when it hit a protruding stone and fell upon the poor child. 

That evening, the local doctor announced that Mary had lapsed into a coma and was unlikely to recover after sustaining such a blow to the head. Sir Thomas summoned the clergyman that same night, and the following morning had a grave prepared next to her mother’s.

Sarah, however, was not prepared to accept the doctor’s assessment. “This child will not die,” she told the doctor with such conviction that, for a moment, he questioned his medical judgment. “I…hope you are right,” he faltered. “To lose a wife and child in such a short span of time would be a great tragedy.”   

Day and night, Sarah remained by the child’s side. At first, Sir Thomas felt uneasy by the woman’s constant vigil. He could hear her praying…or chanting…when he stopped to listen from the hallway on his way to bed. But the feeling of unease soon changed into one of gratitude as the child began to show signs of regaining consciousness. By the fifth day of recovery, he walked into Mary’s room to find his daughter resting her head on Sarah’s shoulder, her small hand securely holding onto Sarah’s.

“God in heaven,” he said in amazement, “my child is awake…”

Nodding her head, Sarah replied, “She is awake, Master Thomas, but her vision is no more. The child is blind…”

They returned to Manchester that same year. There was never any question that Sarah would accompany the family as the child’s caregiver. It was during the return voyage that Sir Thomas made the acquaintance of Sir Reginald and Lady Agnes, who had a six-year old son named Henry. Under Sarah’s subtle guidance, the two youngsters became inseparable companions during the voyage, a friendship that endures to this day.


“That was a most delicious meal, Sarah. I’m sure I won’t have another like it for several months.”

Sarah acknowledged Henry’s compliment with a slight nod before turning to Mary to say, “I will retire to my room now, Mary, as I’m sure you and Henry have a lot to discuss.”

“Thank you, Sarah,” Mary said with a smile. “We shall only be an hour together, as Henry has an early departure tomorrow. But before you go, can you hand me my knitting, it’s in the sewing basket” Sarah did so, then left the room.

“What is that you are knitting?” inquired Henry.

“A scarf for you. I understand the evenings in West Africa can get quite chilly this time of year.”

“Chilly? In May?” said Henry incredulously. “On the contrary, my dear woman. It’s quite hot. Besides…” he went on in a concerned tone, “the colour…”

“What about the colour? It’s a lovely shade of violet, I’m told. It will compliment your uniform perfectly.” She could not quite disguise the playfulness in her voice as she said this.

“You rascal, you’re playing with me!”

“I’m so…sorry…Henry,” she replied with laughter. “But you must admit, the image of you marching into battle wearing this knitted scarf is…well, it’s just…“ She did not finish her sentence as she placed her hand over her mouth to stifle her laughter.

Henry laughed aloud. “I have to confess,” he added, “the image is an amusing one. I can picture the expression on the men’s faces as I lead them into battle, my scarf billowing in the breeze while sweat drips from my brow! But tell me honestly, who is the scarf for?”

“I’ve knitted several, this is the last. It’s for the church bazaar taking place in a couple of weeks.”

Henry got up from his seat and went over to her, bending down to kiss her forehead lightly. “You’re a good soul, Mary. Take good care of yourself while I’m gone.”

“I will. And may God watch over you and your men.”


“Mary! Come quick!” called out Sarah, catching her breath as she entered the cottage.

“What is it? What’s happened?” 

“I’ve just come back from the post office. I have a letter from Henry.”

“Oh, thank God! I was beginning to worry that something had happened to him. We’ve heard nothing from him for six weeks. Quickly now, read it to me.” 

They sat side by side on the sofa as Sarah tore the letter open and read the following:


Dear Mary,

Sorry for the delay in writing to you, but rest assured that all is well with me. There have been a few skirmishes with the enemy but we beat them back quite decisively. Not a single man lost in our company! The Lieutenant believes we should be home in four, perhaps six weeks tops.

And now for the exciting news. I’m–




Sarah stopped reading aloud as she perused the rest of the letter.

“Why have you stopped, Sarah? Don’t keep me in suspense, tell me the exciting news.”

Sarah lifted her gaze from the letter and said uneasily, “Henry…he’s engaged to be married.”

“Engaged…” Mary said under her breath in disbelief. And then tears filled her eyes.

“My dear Mary, please don’t cry. I can’t believe the news myself. You are the–”

“It’s alright, Sarah,” Mary broke in, “It was foolish of me to ever think Henry would consider me more than a friend. No one in their right mind would marry a blind woman. He deserves more and I’m glad he has found her.” She wiped the tears from her cheeks and gave a long sigh. “There, all better. I think I would like to go for a walk, if you’re up to accompanying me.”

“Of course, Mary. I’ll get our shawls.”


The following morning, Sarah announced, “Mary, Lady Audrey is her to see you,” 

“Lady Audrey? This is quite a surprise. Please show her in, Sarah.”

Mary sat up from the sofa as she heard Lady Audrey enter the room. “Mary, my dear, you are looking as beautiful as ever.”

“Lady Audrey, what a delightful surprise! Thank you for the kind words. What do I owe the pleasure of this visit?”

“Sir David had some business to discuss with your father. I decided to come along to pay you a visit. It’s been too long since we last spoke. How have you been, my dear?”

“Quite well, thank you. But please come and take a seat next to me. Sarah will prepare us some tea.”

Once tea had been served, Lady Audrey inquired, “I presume you’ve heard that Henry is getting married?”

“Yes, we received a letter from him yesterday in which he told us the good news. I’m very happy for him.”

“Such a wonderful man, and the bride-to-be is a lovely girl as well.”

“You know her?” Mary asked in surprise.

“Why of course I know Alice. Her father, Sir Richard, and my husband were in the army together. We know the Haywards very well. Sir Richard is now a high ranking official within the Gold Coast administration. I believe Sir Richard met Henry at a military function and took an immediate liking to the boy. He arranged to have him meet his daughter at a luncheon the following day. I daresay the two felt a mutual attraction from the very beginning, and it wasn’t long after that Henry proposed to her.”

“I see, it was love at first sight,” Mary reflected, then asked, “Would it be possible for you to describe Alice to me, if it’s not too much trouble?”

“No trouble at all. In several ways she bears a resemblance to you. A lovely round face with perky cheeks and a delicate button nose. Her eyes are brown in colour, a slightly darker shade than yours,  and she has full, heart-shaped lips. As for her hair, I would describe it as a unique blend of dark brown with auburn tones. There’s not much more I can say, except that she is an inch or two taller than you, and has a lovely physique like yours. I hope that was helpful.”

“Very much so. I have no trouble envisioning her in my mind’s eye. Thank you ever so much,  Lady Audrey.”

“Think nothing of it, my dear. Now, enough about Alice, tell me about yourself. What have you been up to lately? I understand you’re helping out with the church bazaar this year.” 


On August thirtieth, Henry returned home. His fiancée, Alice, followed two days later, having spent three weeks in Paris visiting relations. Arrangements were made to visit Mary shortly thereafter for afternoon tea.

“Dear Mary, how wonderful to see you again after all these months. You look wonderful!” Henry took Mary’s outstretched hands before leaning forward to kiss her lightly on the cheek she presented to him.

“It’s wonderful to have you back, Henry,” she said with a warm smile before turning her attention to his right, where she knew Alice would be standing next to him. “Now, be a gentleman and introduce me to your fiancée.”

“With pleasure. Mary,” he cleared his throat and spoke with an official tone, “Mary, it is my honour to introduce to you my fiancée, Alice.” 

It’s lovely to meet you, Alice.” Mary held out her hand and bowed her head slightly when it was accepted by Alice.

“The pleasure is mine, I assure you. Henry has spoken so often about you that I feel as though we’ve been acquainted for quite some time.”

“That is very kind of you, Henry. Let’s make our way to the patio where scones and tea are set out for us. You can tell me how the two of you met and I’m anxious to learn more about you, dear Alice.  You must be a very special woman to have won Henry’s affection so quickly.”

Tea was a pleasant affair, with Henry sharing several humourous tales from his recent service abroad. Alice recounted how they met, and detailed some of the challenges of spending time in such a hot region. Mary mentioned Lady
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